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Abstract 

 

RACIAL OPTIMIZATION: HOW RACIALIZED MASCULINITY 

SHAPES THE RELATIONSHIPS OF ASIAN AMERICAN MEN 

 

Kara Leiko Takasaki, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2021 

 

Supervisor:  Jennifer Glass 

 

Over the life course, socioeconomic resources protect from certain kinds of 

hardship. In this dissertation I answer the question, why do Asian American men that are 

highly educated with high paying jobs struggle to develop relationships necessary for 

management track positions and relationships that act as stress-buffering protection 

during life’s ups and downs? I interview 35 Asian American men and 15 non-Hispanic, 

White American men born in the U.S and working in professional occupations in Austin, 

Texas. I find a process that I call racial optimization, where Asian American men adopted 

cultural strategies compatible with American racial stereotypes of Asian immigrant labor. 

These men learned these strategies from watching their families respond to racism and 

they learned these strategies from the limited representations that they saw of themselves 

in American society. For these men, these socially expected cultural strategies entailed a 

singular focus on excelling in the cognitive skills specific to their science, technology, 

engineering, and medical (STEM) occupations, in order to primarily secure financial 



 ix 

security. These men were mostly successful in securing financial stability using this 

cultural strategy, however this strategy also seemed to limit the kind of work that these 

men could do as they advanced in their careers. I argue that the exclusion from 

management the men described in their careers is related to the difficulty these men 

described in their relationships with friends, dating and in family. Although these men 

worked for most of their lives toward excelling in the technical skills of their professions, 

most of them did not see their non-cognitive skills or social capital as something that they 

could change. Instead, they attributed their relationship difficulties to individual 

personality, ethnic or family socialization, or to cultural racism against Asians in 

American society. In this dissertation, I argue that American culture provides a discourse 

for Asian American men to understand their pursuit of masculinity through specific 

economic strategies, but this discourse is limited because of their race and has 

consequences for relationships throughout their work and family lives.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This dissertation topic often leads people to first ask, what is Asian about these 

Asian American men and their success? This dissertation examines the continued ways 

that Asians remain systematically excluded from certain domains of social life because of 

the ways that they are racialized in American society. I specifically interview men that 

have been born in the U.S. and that have high levels of education and income to dispel 

the myth that U.S.-born, highly educated racial minorities can buy their way out of 

racism and into white privilege. While it would be possible to study only the racial 

inequality that these men perceive in their work lives, my respondents told me that work 

was something they did not see as a problem for them, whereas their personal 

relationships especially in dating but also with family and friends was a problem that they 

had struggled with for their whole lives; ultimately believing that these were individual 

struggles due to their inherent personalities or socialized from an aberrant ethnic culture 

from their Asian families.   

In this dissertation, I answer the question: why do these men with high levels of 

income and education describe barriers to leadership positions in their professions and 

difficulty with interracial dating and marriage in the U.S.? Recent research on Asian 

Americans and race stratification has focused on explaining why Asian American men 

and women earn more and are more highly educated than men and women from other 

racial groups, including the dominant racial majority in the U.S., non-Hispanic, white 

Americans. While most of this race and stratification research has focused on the 

childhood experiences and intergenerational family relationships of Asian American 

children, there has been less research on the experiences of these Asian American 

children when they become adult professionals and navigate the intersections of race and 
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gender in the labor and marriage market. In this dissertation, I answer the following three 

questions: 

1. How do experiences of work and family in their family of origin, shape the way 

racially minoritized men make decisions about work and family as adults?  

2. How does race shape the work experiences and careers of high earning and 

highly educated racially minoritized men?  

3. How does race and ethnicity shape the way racially minoritized men develop 

relationships as adults?  

To answer these questions, I analyzed the transcripts of in-depth interviews with 35 Asian 

American men and 15 non-Hispanic, White American men who were working in 

professional occupations. In my analysis of the data, I highlight a racialized masculinity 

specific to these Asian American men, in which the importance of financial security 

through cognitive skills takes precedence over the quality of relationships and investment 

in soft skills.   

 In the next section, I review literature on the racialization of Asian American men 

in the U.S., and I focus on literature that helps to explain the experiences and 

relationships that Asian American men have in professional occupations, and with their 

families, friends, and in dating relationships. 

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The Importance of Race and Gender for Relationships in Professional Occupations  

Over the last few decades, it has become increasingly rare for people to stay with 

the same company over the course of their careers and it is also less common to see 

corporations with a hierarchical, internal, career ladder, defined by formal criteria for 

promotion. Whereas in the past, companies were responsible for the careers of white-

collar workers, in the neoliberal economy, workers—not companies—are responsible for 
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workers’ careers. For women scientists in the oil and gas industry, Williams, Muller and 

Kilanski (2012) found that the neoliberal workplace consists of expected job insecurity, 

project-based teams that are constantly changing in composition, individualized career 

mapping, and required social-networking with white men, in order to survive cyclical 

layoffs. Career maps are flexible for an individual worker’s needs. However, if a 

workplace is not clear about its criteria for promotion, and in the context of constantly 

changing project teams, if the worker does not have a good relationship with the 

supervisor, or the supervisor does not advocate for the employee, then a career map may 

not help or even discourage a worker who might miss out on opportunities for career 

advancement and recognition.   

Workers who have good relationships with white men will have insider 

information about how to succeed, who to work with, and what salaries, contracts, and 

benefits should be like. Since most managers are middle-aged, white, men, if they prefer 

to hire or spend time with people who are like them (Kanter 1977), then women and 

racial minority men may become disillusioned with the workplace, and experience more 

turnover or variation in their work histories. Asian American men that do not have good 

relationships with white males may become concentrated into low-status career tracks 

within their organizations, by lessening their opportunities to develop their skills, and 

informal exclusion from key networks and mentoring relationships, which marks them as 

outsiders in the organization’s culture. These penalties differentiate workers who succeed 

because of a sponsor who advocates for them, from workers who succeed through 

competition along formal criteria (Shih 2006).  

In Silicon Valley, Shih (2006) interviewed U.S.-born white women, and foreign-

born Asian men and women engineers. Shih describes Asian engineers experiencing 

gender and ethnic stereotyping and were excluded from access to firm’s inner networks. 
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In response, they practiced job-hopping to avoid employers and firms they perceived as 

biased. Workers who have difficulty job-hopping may become entrepreneurs in insecure 

contracting and consulting positions in order to have more authority over their work 

identities.  

While job-hopping and entrepreneurship are two ways that workers navigate the 

insecurity and informality of the neoliberal economy, another way that workers can earn 

job security in the labor force is through conformity to the ideal worker norm. The ideal 

worker norm assumes that the employer is entitled to an always available, dependable, 

job-ready employee (Holzer 2005; Williams 2000). For professionals, deviating from an 

employer’s conception of the ideal worker results in a career penalties instead of a career 

ladder (Cha 2010, 2013; Glass 2004; Williams, Blair-Loy, and Berdahl 2013). 

Professionals usually have access to job benefits like job security, flexible scheduling, 

parental leave, and sick and vacation days. However, workers who do not have 

caregiving responsibilities may choose to not use policies, like sick or vacation days, in 

order to better conform to the ideal worker norm. In other words, men who do not have to 

adjust their priorities to take care of other people, like children, partners, parents, and 

friends, may find it easier to both conform to the ideal worker norm and to benefit from it 

in their careers.  

“Doing gender” is a framework that assumes gender is an interactional 

achievement that emerges out of social interactions and is always accountable to the 

social context. Gender is a social process, instead of an immutable characteristic of the 

social structure (West and Zimmerman 1987). In Silicon Valley, Cooper (2000) describes 

a masculine gender subjectivity specific to the tech industry there. Cooper writes, “…the 

interviewees work in order to become ‘real men’ and they become ‘real men’ by 

working” (2000: 390). Workers compared themselves to an ideal worker, who works all 
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the time, solves all the problems, and never makes mistakes. Cooper described a “Nerd” 

masculinity which values technical brilliance and devotion to work, over physical looks, 

athletic ability, social skills, and sexual appeal to women. When men had obligations to 

their wives or children, they didn’t talk about them, and when they were at home, they 

were still working. Spouses had to actively remind men to come home so that men could 

refer to their spouse rather than their own preference to leave work. The men Cooper 

describes believed that the open organizational structure and managerial discourses about 

teamwork, adaptability, and open community and creativity meant that the workplace 

was egalitarian.  

While this dissertation studies men across professional occupations, many men 

worked in jobs related to software development and technology because of that industry 

growth in Austin, Texas. The description of Silicon Valley “nerd” masculinity resonates 

with the American racialization of Asian masculinity and cultural expectations for the 

“model minority.” In a cultural work environment where racial stereotypes can help 

Asian American men to be perceived as masculine and as good workers, these men may 

be motivated to stay in this line of work and to overwork, even in adverse circumstances 

that might otherwise lead workers to attrite from the industry. In a survey study of white, 

U.S.-born Asian, and Asian immigrant college students, U.S.-born Asian men used 

economic power, defined by the potential to achieve high occupational status, to build 

their masculine identities. These men leveraged their economic ability for power and 

privileges within relationships more than white men (Chua and Fujino 1999). In the 

context of the way that Asian American men are racialized in American culture, the value 

of their work identities may be especially important to Asian American men’s 

masculinity because they may perceive a lack of masculine privilege compared to other 

men, in other areas of American culture, like sports, dating, or mainstream media.  
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Hegemonic masculinity refers to a normative ideology about the most honored 

way of being a man. Few men actually practice and embody hegemonic masculinity, but 

men position themselves in relation to hegemonic masculinity. The ideology of 

hegemonic masculinity justifies men’s dominance over women and the struggle for 

power between men. Asian American men may be motivated to act in ways that confirm 

racial stereotypes and may be less likely to question discrimination in a work 

environment on a systemic level that seems to benefit them as a group.   

Intersectionality posits that people have particular experiences at the intersections 

of interlocking social systems of race, class, gender, and sexuality. This view assumes 

that systems of race, class, and gender are co-constitutive, and that one system cannot be 

understood in isolation of the others (Collins 2002; Crenshaw 1990; Glenn 1992). I use 

an intersectional framework and triangular theories of race stratification, to understand 

how intersections of race and gender shape Asian American men’s working identities and 

career trajectories.  

Race and gender stereotypes that frame Asian men as hardworking and obedient 

may help them to be hired for certain occupations but may also hinder them from 

developing relationships with white men who may also perceive Asian men as lacking 

creativity, leadership, or social skills that they deem necessary for executive and 

management positions. Workers may internalize cultural discourses about Asians being 

too quiet or obedient to be effective leaders or managers, and these messages may be 

reinforced by a structural lack of Asian Americans in these positions. Since the 

professionals are well-educated and earn high incomes, they may be uncomfortable 

recognizing or naming unequal treatment. Even though research shows that Asian 

Americans experience race-based discrimination (Chou 2012; Chou and Feagin 2008; 

Sue et al. 2009), some research suggests that they tend to minimize that discrimination to 



 7 

a personal or individual level, instead of a systemic level, and find ways to incorporate 

American and ethnic identities that would not challenge racial projects1 in the U.S. 

(Chung 2016; Dhingra 2007; Pyke and Dang 2003; Sun and Starosta 2006). A small 

study of immigrant and U.S.-born professional Asian men in the finance industry found 

that although these men were aware they may be overlooked or invisible in their 

workplaces, they were committed to keeping their heads down and working harder than 

everyone else. They hoped that their efforts would be remembered when opportunities for 

promotion or career development arose (Li-Liang 2009).  

Some research suggests that Asian American men face barriers to management 

and leadership positions compared to similar white peers. Most studies of barriers to 

management positions for Asians in the U.S. do not know whether barriers are due to 

racism, nativism, or both (Fernandez 1998; Takei and Sakamoto 2008; Tang 1993). Kim 

and Sakamoto (Kim and Sakamoto 2010) argue that non-immigrant Asian Americans are 

the best case to examine racial discrimination because they are not disadvantaged by pre-

labor characteristics like foreign schooling, reduced experience of American work culture 

and institutions, language barriers, and limited social networks. They find that native-

born Asian American men do not reach labor market parity with comparable White, non-

Hispanic men. Asian American men have an 8 percent earnings penalty compared to 

similar White, non-Hispanic men. While all men gain a general advantage from the 

subordination of women, known as the “patriarchal dividend” (Connell 2005), wage 

inequality between men is only one way of measuring the unequal distribution of that 

 
1 The concept of racial projects (Omi and Winant 2014:125), “Racial projects connect what race means in a 

particular discursive practice and the ways in which both social structures and everyday experiences are 

racially organized, based upon that meaning.” Omi and Winant give examples of racial projects happening 

at the individual and collective level, arguing that each racial project is an opportunity for reproduction, 

resistance, and negotiation of the racial system.  
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advantage among men. Asian American men working in professional occupations may 

earn high incomes for their technical skills but may be excluded from positions that allow 

them to shape the culture and organizational structure of their workplaces. Arguably, 

income may be a necessary but insufficient measure of power in masculine culture. This 

dissertation highlights disparities in male dominance through the lens of relationships.  

Racializing Asian American Men and Their Relationships 

Triangular racial theories can help to explain why and how racial minority groups 

perpetuate the systems that oppress them and create tensions with other minorities even 

when the dominant group is not physically present or immediately acting. Racial 

knowledge exists outside of immediate interactions and is triangulated by the social 

context, the presence of other racial groups, and the way other groups receive and 

respond to this knowledge (Bowman and Griffin 2012; Roediger and Esch 2014; 

Wilkinson 2015). This research adds to the growing literature that uses intersections of 

race, class, and gender to study how racial oppression should be studied as relational 

instead of relative to other groups. 

Professional Asian American men may use their cultural capital as professional 

ethnic minorities to gain certain benefits in the workplace. For example, in international 

workplaces and with more women and minorities in professional occupations, workers 

can use their ethnic identity to identify with and cooperate with other minorities. 

However, men may also be marginalized by their gender and race in leisure activities that 

establish trust between co-workers. For example, workers may not call attention to 

themselves by making obscure cultural references but may default to American sports, in 

order to connect with other men (Li-Liang 2009). Studying how these men navigate 

gender and race at work, in areas of leisure, like cultural food and sports can show how 
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capitalism creates an ideal worker who reinforces specific variations of race and gender 

identities acceptable in the professional workplace.  

Secondary transfer effects (Bowman and Griffin 2012), a triangular theory of 

contact, context, and identification (Wilkinson 2015), and racial triangulation theory 

(Hoang 2015; Kim 1999; Xu and Lee 2013) frame race as a field of race relations, instead 

of a racial hierarchy. Racial triangulation theorizes that a dominant group will valorize 

one subordinate group in comparative relation to another subordinate group using racial 

or cultural reasoning. The dominant group constructs the preferred subordinate group as 

“immutably foreign and unassimilable” on cultural or racial grounds to keep the 

subordinate group from full political and civic participation. This theory offers a way to 

see how race and ethnic groups have shifting solidarities based on their intersectional 

positions and social contexts.  

Dhingra’s (2007) second generation Indian and Korean professionals developed 

ethnic identities that would mark them as different in ways that were acceptable to other 

Americans. Professionals talked about being careful to monitor their dress and language 

in professional environments. They might share ethnic food, wear ethnic clothing, or 

attend a cultural event with co-workers but in a way that did not question capitalist 

productivity or the cultural schema of the workplace domain. Workers may benefit from 

being able to provide non-threatening performances of cultural diversity, which can 

affirm an organization’s attempt to be multicultural—without invoking a racist or 

colonial history—and maintaining a space that is accessible and comfortable for 

everyone.  

Past research has focused on how Asian Americans experience race-based 

discrimination and oppression, particularly through racialized stereotypes like the model-

minority myth or sexualized and gendered stereotypes perpetuated like the emasculated 
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Asian man (Chou 2012; Eng 2001). U.S.-born Asian American men are aware of racial 

stereotypes about Asians in the U.S. and grow up accountable to these discourses (Chou 

et al. 2015; Lee 1994; Louie 2006). Chung (2016) found that Jewish and white 

respondents were more likely to embrace aspects of their ethnic heritage with minimal 

social consequences, compared to the Korean, Chinese, and Taiwanese respondents. 

Following Waters (1990), Chung’s Jewish and white respondents  had more flexibility 

around how and when they wanted to share their ethnicity with others.   

Aligning behavior with a “model minority” stereotype may be defined by 

competitively outperforming other minorities (Oh and Kim 2016). These social 

expectations take an emotional and psychological toll on the mental health of Asian 

American men, especially in white-dominated spaces, where Asian American men 

experience double consciousness (Bois 1903) in regard to their masculinity. Asian 

American men who internalize hegemonic masculinity would experience feelings of 

negative self-worth because they would perceive Asian American characteristics as 

inferior, while also recognizing their Asian American identity (Chou et al. 2015). 

Chung’s second-generation Korean, Taiwanese, and Chinese American respondents 

denied experiencing racial discrimination, but they also described being more conscious 

of Asian racial stereotypes and aware of invoking ethnicity in a way that would highlight 

their “racial otherness.” 

Racialization is the process of attributing a racial meaning to an otherwise racially 

unclassified relationship, social practice, or group. (Omi and Winant 2015).  Race 

socially organizes society and systematically distributes power in the U.S. The formation 

of race and systemic racism in the U.S. operates through the white racial frame (Feagin 

2013). This racial frame constructs a positive orientation to whites and whiteness and a 

negative orientation to racial “others” in everyday interactions, relationships, and 
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institutions that make white superiority, virtue, and moral goodness a way to structure, 

normalize, and make sense of social life.  

Asian Americans and other racial minorities can internalize racism and perpetuate 

the white racial frame (Chou et al. 2015). Positive stereotypes that pose Asians as 

culturally superior to other minority groups like African Americans “make it difficult for 

Asian American themselves to articulate the source of their racial marginalization” 

(Chung 2016: 185). Dhingra’s (2007) respondents experienced race discrimination as 

ethnic Americans but critiqued racism on the individual instead of the systemic level. 

They benefitted from their race and class position that claimed cultural citizenship from 

middle-class leisure activities that did not rely on state welfare or challenge white 

privilege. 

Assimilation theories that have been used to explain how ethnic groups from 

eastern and southern Europe became racialized as white, assume that as assimilation 

happens racializing processes decrease. The findings from this dissertation are best 

understood through racialized assimilation (Lee and Kye 2016), whereby racializing 

processes and immigrant adaptation happen together, and racializing processes continue 

even while variables measuring socialization and acculturation would suggest that 

respondents have assimilated into American society.  

Racialized assimilation is appropriate to understand the experiences of the Asian 

American men in this dissertation because these men are still accountable to their non-

white racial status even though they have weak ties to ethnic culture and a comfortable 

socioeconomic status. Instead of focusing the analysis on comparing variables used to 

indicate levels of acculturation, following Dhingra (2012) and Lee and Kye (2016), this 

dissertation analyzes the processes that result in the variables we usually measure to 

indicate acculturation, primarily interracial marriage and socioeconomic status.  
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Following Harvey-Wingfield’s (Wingfield 2013) argument for developing racial 

formation theory and systemic racism theory, this dissertation uses an intersectional 

analysis to understand the way a variable like interracial marriage is analyzed for the 

racial category of Asian Americans. Although interracial marriage is common among 

certain ethnicities of Asian American women, which would indicate assimilation into 

American society, interracial marriage is quite low among most ethnicities of Asian 

American men, especially when compared to the rates of interracial marriage among 

women of the same ethnic group.  

Asian American Men in the U.S. Marriage Market and Dating Culture 

Emasculation of Asian men in American culture has been suggested as a possible 

explanation for disadvantages Asian men experience in online dating in the U.S. (Lin and 

Lundquist 2013). White, Hispanic, and Black women do not seek out and are less likely 

to respond to Asian men. Asian adolescent men (ages 24-32) are less likely to be 

partnered than adolescent men from other racial groups. Except for Filipinos, Asian men 

were less than half as likely to be partnered, when compared to Asian women, and less 

than half as likely to be partnered with someone outside their race, when compared to 

Asian women. Balistreri, Joyner, and Kao (Kao, Balistreri, and Joyner 2018) suggest that 

it is not cultural values that hold Asian men back from partnerships but the racial 

hierarchy in the mate market. Asian men seek Asian women and white women, but white 

women do not seek Asian men, and Asian women prefer white men over Asian men. 

Some studies show that Asian women glorify the white family and white men as being 

more egalitarian, feminist, progressive, and modern, compared to a gender oppressive 

ethnic culture (Nemoto 2009; Pyke and Johnson 2003). Asian women have high rates of 

interracial marriage outside of their race, especially with White, non-Hispanic men. Asian 
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men have low rates of marrying outside of their group, less than half the rate of Asian 

women (Wang 2015).  

One critique against empirical applications of hegemonic masculinity has been an 

emphasis on masculine styles of gender performance, instead of structural positions of 

power (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Hondagneu-Sotelo and Messner argue that a 

critical and feminist study of masculinity would decenter and problematize hegemonic 

masculinity by studying how subordinated and marginalized masculinities are changing 

“because men of color, poor and working-class men, immigrant men, and gay men…are 

oppressed by class, race, and/or sexual systems of power…[they] commonly construct 

and display forms of masculinity as ways of resisting other men’s power over them, as 

well as asserting power and privilege over women” (Hondagneu-Sotelo and Messner 

1994:215). 

Access to male privilege, like dominance over other men and women, may be 

restricted to certain male roles for Asian American men because of the way masculinities 

are racialized in the U.S. (Chou et al. 2015). In a study of graduate and post-graduate 

immigrant and U.S.-born Asian American men, respondents sought conformity with 

work-related, provider, and achiever roles more strongly than white men (Lu and Wong 

2013). If racial stereotypes prime people to diminish Asian American men’s ability to 

perform hegemonic masculinity in certain social and leisure realms, like sports and 

dating, these men might invest more of their time and energy in educational and work-

related roles, where their education and economic success will confirm their masculinity 

and provide a way to access the power and status that comes with male privilege (Sue and 

Okazaki 1990). This pathway to male privilege may reinforce Asian men's time 

investment in paid labor and increase their partners' share of care work at home and in 

their families. Moreover, if these men are dating and marrying among U.S.-born women 
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with similar levels of education, these women may not want to take on care work at the 

expense of their careers.  

Data on shared housework by race shows that Asian and Latino men have low 

rates of sharing in care work. Paid and unpaid reproductive labor is stratified by race and 

gender (Glenn 1992). Reproductive labor includes any mental, manual, and emotional 

work required to provide historically, socially, culturally, and biologically defined care 

that maintains peoples’ lives on a daily basis or reproduces future generations (Duffy 

2007; Glenn 1992). Men vary by race and class in their share and the kind of 

reproductive work that they do (Shelton and John 1993). The gender gap in core 

housework was highest for Hispanic and Asian married couples (Sayer and Fine 2011). 

On average, women did over four times as much housework as Asian men. Asian men 

were more sensitive to the relative work hours between themselves and their spouses. 

When their wives worked more hours in paid labor than they did, they contributed to 

more housework (Wight, Bianchi, and Hunt 2013). Men with higher earnings do about 

9% less core housework compared to men with lower earnings (Sayer and Fine 2011). 

Asian men had the highest average earnings of all the groups and were more likely than 

other men to have a higher level of education and to earn more than their wives. They 

spent the least amount of time in housework compared to men from other racial groups 

(Wight, Bianchi, and Hunt 2013).  

In contrast, Chua and Fujino (1999) found that some Asian American men were 

developing a flexible masculinity that they associated with caring characteristics but also 

reflected the model minority stereotype of being polite and obedient. In comparison to the 

immigrant Asian men and white men in the study, U.S.-born Asian American men were 

the only group willing to do domestic tasks. argued that these men were negotiating new 

forms of non-hegemonic masculinities. Some Asian American men did emulate 
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hegemonic masculinity but found that racism prevented them from fully embodying and 

receiving the privileges of hegemonic masculinity. 

This dissertation analyzes interviews about men’s relationships in their work and 

family lives in order to understand how the gender inequality assumed by the ideal 

worker norm affects the relationships of minoritized men. I interview the men about the 

division of labor and marital relationship that they observed between their parents, since 

it may shape how they would want to be as partners and parents.   

Research suggests that Asian American adults manage community specific 

socioeconomic pressures and expectations, as a result of selective immigration policies. 

The immigrant generations before them experienced downward mobility and explicit 

racial exclusion and hostility. These men live in communities selected for and expecting 

higher than average socioeconomic achievements. Financial strain occurs when income 

does not meet expenses and demands (de Castro, Gee, and Takeuchi 2010). Asians tend 

to live in areas with high costs of living. They may feel pressure to practice expensive 

consumption, in order to demonstrate their belonging in American society, and to pay for 

expensive higher education costs, especially if they are living in White suburban 

communities, or if society and their ethnic communities expect high socioeconomic status 

(Park 2005). From their review of twenty-five empirical studies on Asian and Asian 

American fathers, Qin and Chang (2013) find that “economic pressure after migration is a 

serious threat to the quality and quantity of parental involvement in children’s lives” 

(273). 

Involved fathering requires men to participate in the reproductive work of family 

life, beyond the role of a financial provider. In the U.S., most people struggle to manage 

conflicting work and family responsibilities. Like women, men are starting to feel the 

pressure to negotiate gender egalitarian ideals and practical realities. Men who do not 
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have the privilege of white-male social networks may experience more insecurity in the 

labor force and may not be able to invest as much time and effort in this fathering 

masculinity. Racialized discourses that help Asian men to access masculinity through 

work but not through other social realms may present a set of incentives and barriers that 

make it less appealing for these men to pursue an egalitarian division of labor.   

Instead of a static, essentialist, cultural explanation that Asians are always 

inherently smarter or harder working than other races, resistance to downward class 

mobility may be an immigrant response to racism or nativism (Espiritu 2009, Thai 2003). 

Some research suggests that middle-class Asians do acknowledge racism on a systemic 

level and see education and economic security as a way to resist, challenge, survive, or 

manage racism (Eguchi and Starosta 2012; Kibria 2002; Lee 1994; L. Park 2005). 

Families of Asian American men that experience downward class mobility may prioritize 

education and economic security over the quality of social relationships or family life. 

Moreover, the organizational structure of professional workplaces rewards workers who 

manage their own career development and who are flexible and adaptable to job 

insecurity. It is easier to adapt to an insecure job market without caregiving 

responsibilities. This reality may inform the way Asian American men invest in 

friendships, dating, married life, and caregiving for family members.  

DISSERTATION OVERVIEW 

The first chapter responds to the research question, how do racially minoritized 

men understand the meanings of work and family from their childhoods? I adopt the 

perceptions of my adult Asian American men respondents to describe a set of parenting 

practices I call restrictive immigrant parenting. While a few men do rely on the 

contentious Asian parenting stereotype of the “tiger mother,” promoted by Amy Chua 

(2011), to describe their childhood relationships with their parents, most of the men 
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described nuanced emotional communication in their relationships with parents, 

contextualized by the immigrant experience and economic constraints, in line with 

research by Chung (2016), Kang (2014), and Lee and Zhou (2015).  

The second chapter responds to the research question, how does race shape the 

work experiences and careers of high earning and highly educated racially minoritized 

men? I identify four strategies from their “cultural toolkit” (Swidler 1986) that Asian 

American men used to approach careers in professional occupations. I call these four 

strategies: meritocratic achievement, technical workhorse, traditional destination, and 

down-scaling. I also identify four unintended consequences of these strategies for the 

working lives of Asian American men in professional occupations. These four 

consequences include: working long hours, increasing health problems, weak social 

capital at work, and barriers to management positions.    

In the third and fourth chapter, I respond to the research question, how does race 

and ethnicity shape the way racially minoritized men develop relationships as adults? 

These chapters speak to the gendered racial disparity Asian American men experience in 

interracial marriage rates that are observed in the U.S. marriage market.  In the third 

chapter I analyze how Asian American men describe their participation in popular 

American sports and how that participation is related to their relationship with their 

fathers. I also describe how the Asian American men perceive their friendships and the 

changing nature of their relationships with family members. The third chapter also 

includes the challenges that the Asian American men faced both with who they wanted to 

date, who wanted to date them, and how they would deal with the emotional turmoil of 

relationships that ended.   

In the fourth chapter, I review how the Asian American men think about current 

or future plans for marriage and children. I analyze how Asian American men think about 



 18 

how their parents’ marital relationship might affect what they would be like in marriage 

and how experiences with their parents might affect how they would be as caregivers for 

their children. This chapter also includes the way these men expect to be responsible for 

their parents, as their parents age.  While researchers have mostly focused on interracial 

dating or marriage inequalities, this dissertation examines the quality of relationships that 

men experience across work, friendship, in dating, and in marriage, divorce, and raising 

children.  

METHODOLOGY 

This dissertation uses qualitative, 1–2-hour, semi-structured, open-ended, in-depth 

interviews. See Appendix B for the interview guide. I also collected demographic survey 

data from my interview participants and wrote observational fieldnotes when spending 

time with some of my respondents outside of interview contexts. See Appendix A for a 

copy of survey questions. My research question seeks to understand how racial minority 

men that have seemingly done everything right to get well-paid professional jobs, still 

face systematic barriers to managerial positions and challenges to their inclusion in the 

workplace and relationships outside of the workplace.  

While two common explanations suggest there is something biological about 

Asian ancestry or socialized in Asian racial culture that keeps these men from the jobs 

and relationships they desire, I use interviews to examine whether American culture 

structures the way peers and the men themselves maintain Asian social exclusion from 

certain spaces of power.  According to Gerson and Damaske (2020), in-depth 

interviewing is appropriate for this type of puzzle because depth “interviewing seeks to 

discover patterns and relationships that remain puzzling or open to substantial 

disagreement…Interviewing is thus a powerful tool for… developing new ways of 



 19 

conceiving and explaining poorly or incompletely understood trends and relationships” 

(34).  

While there are a few studies that report on the barriers to management that Asian 

Americans face in professional occupations (Gee and Peck 2018), there is very little 

sociological research asking Asian American men about how they perceive these barriers. 

Pugh (2015) writes that in-depth interviews provide different kinds of data. On the first 

level, people report content in response to questions, and how they report that content can 

tell researchers how these respondents experience their lives. On the second level, 

interview data can provide evidence of dominant social pressures and prevailing cultural 

ideas and practices. On the third level, interview data can reveal deeply and powerfully 

held convictions that are contradictory to how people want to present themselves. Lastly, 

on the fourth level, in-depth interviews can reveal metafeelings, how people feel about 

the emotions they feel, and how people feel that they should feel about these emotions. 

These levels of interview data show links between individual and social structural 

processes speaking to why we observe Asian American men experiencing exclusion from 

managerial positions and dating relationships. Although I recruited for Asian American 

and non-Hispanic white men, interview questions did not directly ask about the 

experience of being Asian at work or in families. I only probed directly about being 

Asian if respondents first brought it up themselves in their answers or explanations of 

their answers. This interview approach was intentional because I was less interested in 

the meaning that men took from identifying with an Asian American identity and more 

interested in how they brought up being Asian as a way to explain experiences, decisions, 

and relationships related to work and family.  

Site 
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Asian Americans are a racial minority in Austin, but they have become the fastest 

growing racial group in the fastest growing big city in the U.S. Texas cities have a 

relatively low cost of living and Austin offers a high quality of life for urban 

professionals, compared to other large cities in the U.S. (U.S. News & World Report 

2017). Small business entrepreneurs, low-wage service workers, and high-skilled workers 

have immigrated and migrated to Texas, particularly Austin, for jobs developing around 

the tech, oil, health, and finance industries. Like the national population, most Asians in 

Austin are foreign born or are from families that have not been in the U.S. for multiple 

generations. I limit my sample to U.S. born citizens because U.S. born citizens are less 

likely to experience discrimination due to language barriers or lack of familiarity with 

American culture and its institutions (Kim and Sakamoto 2010; Min and Kim 2000).  

The percentage of Asian Americans in Austin’s population has surpassed the 

percentage of Asians in cities like Dallas and Houston. In the last few years, the city and 

federal government has responded to this unprecedented growth in the population with 

school interventions, targeted White House initiatives, and funding and support for city, 

cultural, and community resources targeted to ascertain and address the needs of Asians, 

which is largely unknown.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

Following Chung (2016) and Harvey Wingfield (2012), I use snowball sampling 

from my personal and professional contacts, as well as Internet postings at Asian-related 

clubs, events, social networking groups, and community-based organizations.  I was a 

regular member, participant, and volunteer with several churches, ethnic-based 

community groups, cultural and resource centers, business and civic organizations, arts 

events, and social meetups in the Austin Asian community for a year before starting 

interviews and during the year I was doing interviews. During that time, I would attend at 
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least one informal or formal event, every week. Although people made comments about 

ethnic or cultural differences between Asian ethnicities, in general I was welcome in 

those spaces because there are small numbers of Japanese Americans in Austin, and 

people tended to identify me with Hawaii more than Japan.  

 I conducted interviews whenever and wherever was easiest for the respondent, 

taking into account my own safety, including homes, offices, parks, and cafes. 

Respondents would fill out the ten-minute demographic survey before the interview. I 

provided respondents with a consent form that explained the potential risks and benefits 

of the research and how I would handle the interview data. I use pseudonyms for names 

and places to protect respondent privacy. After interviews, I wrote fieldnotes in a memo 

that described the setting and interactions that I was not able to capture on the audio-

recording, and to help me improve my interview guide and data collection. I continued to 

interview until the variation that I was seeing in response to my research questions and 

interview guide was saturated, in the sense that I wasn’t seeing any new patterns from 

interviewing more respondents (Small 2009).  

My interview guide asked about job transitions, relationships, interactions, and 

experiences that these men had in their occupation, the quality of their friendships and 

romantic relationships outside of work, and how their experiences in their family of 

origin influenced the way they think about paid labor and caregiving in relationships as 

adults.  I coded fieldnotes and transcripts using open coding, theme development, and 

focused coding (Emerson et al.1995; Esterberg 2002). Primary codes emerged around 

work relationships, health, ethnic ties, American culture, financial security, dating, 

multicultural experience, job security, and adult family relationships. I used the 

qualitative analysis software MAXQDA to organize and identify these major emergent 

themes. After doing focused coding within these major themes, I refined these original 
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codes and used secondary codes to capture variation within the major themes. I used 

secondary codes in my analytic memos for each dissertation chapter. 

Sample  

I analyzed interviews from 35 self-identified Asian American men and 15 self-

identified white, non-Hispanic men who were born and raised in the U.S. and currently 

living in Austin, Texas. Except for two men, all respondents had earned at least an 

undergraduate degree and had been working in a professional occupation for at least two 

years before I interviewed them.  In Austin, most of my Asian American respondents 

were South-Asian Indian, Chinese, Taiwanese, or Korean. Following Chung (2016), 

Harvey Wingfield (2012) and Valdez (2011), I interviewed a small group of respondents 

from a different racial group to compare their experiences to the main group of interest. I 

interviewed white, non-Hispanic men to get a better sense of whether themes emerging 

from interviews with Asian American men were broadly experienced in professional 

occupations or specific to Asian American men. Professional occupations include any of 

the occupations classified as “Management, Professional, and Related Occupations” in 

the 10 occupation groups defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (DPE 2015).  

Asian professionals in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(STEM) occupations were overrepresented in my sample but Asian professionals in legal 

occupations, education, training and library occupations, and community and social 

service occupations were underrepresented (DPE 2015). Since immigration policy selects 

for Asian immigrants with higher-than-average socioeconomic resources, it may be that 

occupations that the Bureau of Labor Statistics records as having a high percentage of 

professional Asian workers are mainly foreign-born Asians. Asian Americans may have 

disparate experiences working in a field with many foreign-born Asians compared to 

occupations where there are few U.S.-born or foreign-born Asian workers.  Below, I 
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present a table of the age, race and ethnicity, education degrees, and jobs of my interview 

respondents.  

 

Pseudonym Age Race Ethnicity Education Job 

Drake 36 Asian Chinese BSE Staff Engineer  

Dennis 32 Asian Chinese BA Technical Support 

George 34 Asian Taiwanese/Chinese 

American 

BS, MS, PhD  Engineer 

Rodney 41 Asian Chinese BA, PhD Business owner, Psychologist, 

Professor 

Jimmy 30 Asian Vietnamese BS  Software Engineer 

Jared 26 Asian Taiwanese BA Business Intelligence Consultant 

Derek 33 Asian Korean Some college  Business owner, software 

engineer 

John 36 Asian Korean BA, JD Attorney 

Joshua 35 Asian Chinese BS Coding Instructor 

Hoang 27 Asian Vietnamese BS, MS  Engineer and cofounder of startup 

company 

Insaf 38 South Asian Pakistani BS, MS, 

MBA  

Consultant for startups 

Jordan 37 Asian American Taiwanese BA owner of technology startup 

Anthony 26 Asian American Chinese BS Actuary 

Tyler 57 Asian Chinese American BA, JD  Judge 

Adam 29 Asian/Pacific 

Islander 

Taiwanese BS Self employed 

Tanden 29 Asian Vietnamese BA, MPA graduate student 

Patrick 55 Asian Taiwanese BA, MD, 

MPH 

public health administrator 

Landon 39 Asian Taiwanese BA, BS software developer 

Kurt 33 Asian Chinese American BA, PhD Postdoctoral Research Fellow 

Trevor 36 Asian Taiwanese American BA, MFA self-employed - freelance video 

editor and filmmaker 

Chris 32 Asian-American Taiwanese BS Director of Student Outcomes 
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Vanil 28 Brown Indian BS  Computer engineer 

Kyle 46 Asian Japanese BA, MS  Director of Data Distribution 

Preston 31 Asian Chinese BA, JD, LLM Attorney 

Ryder 33 Asian Taiwanese BS  Software Support Engineer 

Jacob 30 Asian South Asian American BS, MA Educational Administrator 

Jerry 42 Asian Chinese BS, MS Senior Software Engineer 

Sachit 31 South Asian Hindu, Kshatriyas BA Digital Strategist 

Manny 33 Asian American Filipino BA, JD Attorney 

Yong 38 Asian Chinese BS, MSE Software Engineer 

Eric 31 Asian Chinese BA, PharmD Pharmacist 

Jude 28 Asian Chinese BS Technology Specialist Engineer 

Eddie 27 Asian Chinese BS Environmental consultant 

Samar 27 Asian South Asian American BS Engineer 

Neil 25 Asian South Asian American BS Lab technician 

Parker 36 White White BS, MBA Operations for tech corporation 

Zeke 29 White White BS Business Owner 

Walter 47 White Northern European BA Postdoctoral Researcher  

Josh 30 White Italian and German 

American 

BA Economist for a consulting firm 

Matt 64 White Caucasian BA, JD CEO and Judge 

Luke 59 White White BA Business Analyst  

Adrian 33 White White High School Senior office coordinator for tech 

corporation 

Jeremy 26 White White BS environmental waste specialist 

Mark 27 White White BS software engineer 

Tyler 26 White White BS technical service analyst 

Tim 26 White White BS production engineer at sulfuric 

acid plant 

Elliott 27 White White BS Engineer in electrical company 

Steven 33 White White BS, PhD industry chemist 

Graham 30 White White BS, PhD process engineer manager semi-

conductor company 

Caleb 33 White White BS, PhD post-doctoral researcher  
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Table 1: Age Degrees and Jobs of White and Asian Respondents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 Restrictive Immigrant Parenting: Racial and Immigrant 

Foundation of Asian American Masculinity 

In proportion to its current population, the Asian American demographic has been 

the fastest growing racial group in the U.S., since the early 2010’s. While the Latinx 
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population grows more from fertility than immigration in the U.S., the Asian American 

demographic is growing more from immigration than from fertility (Brown 2014). 

Immigration researchers have typically used measures like length of stay in the U.S., 

level of English fluency, and rates of interracial marriage and voting participation to 

analyze theories of assimilation, adaptation, and acculturation processes for immigrant 

groups in the U.S. 

Several labels have been associated with Asian parenting since the early 21st 

century, like the tiger mother, helicopter parents (Fingerman et al. 2012), astronaut 

families (Ong 1999:127–29), parachute children (Chang 2005:72–73), and anchor babies 

(Huang 2008). Although Amy Chua’s (2011) book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, 

elicited raised-eyebrows from some researchers in Asian American studies (Kang 2014; 

Lee and Zhou 2015:69), the tiger mother trope was otherwise widely accepted by 

mainstream America (Corrigan 2011; Kolbert 2011). American culture was primed with 

racial scripts (Molina 2014:6–9) of the perpetual foreigner (Tuan 1999) and the model-

minority stereotype (Chou and Feagin 2008; Lee 2009). Thus, the tiger mother trope 

seemed like an appropriate and generalizable race and culture specific parenting style, 

using extreme measures to produce seemingly unexplainable upward mobility for some 

Asian ethnicities, instead of questioning the book’s evidence as an anecdotal outlier, or at 

best, an inaccurate and insufficient partial explanation of upward mobility. 

Economic Constraints 

Almost all of the Asian American men who I interviewed for this project 

experienced significant gains in comparison to their parents’ socioeconomic status. Most 

respondents were from low-income families and had achieved middle-class income by 

the time they participated in this study. A few respondents grew up in middle-class 

families, but by the time they participated in this study as adults, they had attained equal 
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or higher levels of economic security compared to their parents. Jessi Streib (2015) 

studied how working or middle- class origins in childhood shaped the marital and 

parenting relationships of highly educated, white, married, heterosexual couples, as 

adults. Streib argues that couples from the same middle-class background had similar 

managerial approaches to finances, work, and parenting. Whereas couples with one 

member from a working-class background and one member from a middle-class 

background described enduring conflicts between Streib’s “laissez faire” and 

“managerial” approaches to money, work, and parenting. Streib argues that research 

analysis tends to treat highly educated, white, heterosexual, married couples as 

homogenous, but that mixed class origins have lasting influence for the ways these 

couples operate. 

Similar to Streib’s argument, the racialization of Asian Americans as model 

minorities and the status afforded to men in heteronormative culture often leads to 

analysis of Asian American men that doesn’t identify the enduring influence of working-

class families and their immigrant and ethnic backgrounds. In subsequent chapters, I 

analyze the way working-class and immigrant and ethnic background shape the 

relationships that Asian American men have as adults.  

In this chapter, I argue that most of my respondents experienced a parenting style 

I refer to as “restrictive parenting.” Restrictive parenting is characterized by parents 

organizing children’s lives around the family’s labor or caregiving needs, parents’ 

nostalgia for their sending country’s culture, and parents’ dearth of cultural and social 

capital in the U.S. This parenting style does not provide the individual freedom of natural 

growth, the resource investment of concerted cultivation, or the emotional development 

of intensive parenting (Hays 1998; Lareau 2011). In this chapter I describe how 

respondents are exposed to their parents’ working lives, and the types of occupations and 
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education that their parents want their sons to pursue. Respondents felt that they knew 

little or nothing about their parents outside of what they saw as children. This lack of 

knowledge about their family history was compounded by isolation from extended family 

members, wide age gaps with siblings due to immigration timelines, and extended 

overseas separations from parents.  

The demographic makeup of the neighborhoods where Asian American men grew 

up had a significant influence on the way that these men understood their racial identity. 

Many Asian American men were isolated from meanings of race and ethnicity outside of 

their immediate families, if they did not grow up in established Asian ethnic 

communities. Limited and negative representations of Asian and Asian American men in 

American culture made respondents feel devalued as men in racially specific ways. 

Limited and negative representations of other racial minorities, like Black and Latinx 

populations could be a topic of contention between respondents and their parents, 

especially if respondents grew up in majority minority neighborhoods and their parents 

did not have the same ability to establish neighborhood peer networks with their Black 

and Latinx neighbors. Few of the respondents felt close to their parents and most of them 

wanted to have closer relationships to their parents as adults. While a few of them felt 

that their relationships were improving, especially with their mothers, as adults, most 

respondents felt that they had established familiar patterns of interaction with their 

parents, especially fathers and siblings, that they did not know how to change and felt 

uncomfortable attempting to change.  

Most Asian American men consulted for this study came from working-class or 

lower-middle-class backgrounds. For example, Adam, a 29-year-old, second-generation, 

Taiwanese American, started a small advertising business and grew up in the Dallas area. 

He described “[g]rowing up in a shady area. Sleeping on a really crappy mattress on the 
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floor. Never going to the movies or anything like that. Never doing a Christmas tree.” 

The men who experienced these financial constraints as children continued to be frugal 

and would avoid financial risks as adults. Vanil, a 28-year-old South-Asian Indian 

computer engineer, explained: 

My parents immigrated here. So they didn't have a lot of money when they came 

here, but you know there was nothing serious to ever worry about financially. I 

was also raised by my grandparents for a little while because my mom sent me 

back… [to] India. We came here together when I was a baby. That was a really 

tough time for her because she was studying to get her residency…she sent me 

back to be with my grandparents… they grew up very, very poor…some habits 

never leave you... I think eating habits are a big thing…Like what's left on my 

plate versus what is left on other people's plate…Yeah, that's like an ingrained 

habit and it like bothers me to see like wasted food… 

Habits and preferences such as not turning on the air conditioner, sharing limited cell 

phone data plans with parents, or not wasting food matter in the immediate daily 

interactions that shape Asian American men’s feelings of belonging and emotions across 

cultural contexts at work, with family, in dating, and with friends. Dhingra (2007) 

describes how second-generation Korean and South Asian Indian professionals do 

identity and boundary work to manage multicultural lives across cultural contexts in 

Dallas, Texas. While the Asian American men that I interviewed inherited cultural 

preferences for certain kinds of Asian food, they also inherited cultural practices in 

response to economic hardship and working-class origins.  

I asked Drake, a 36-year-old, second-generation, Chinese American and a 

software engineer for an international semi-conductor and software company, what he 

learned from his parents. He responded: 
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Just the value of hard work maybe. I see my parents working all the time, they're 

busting their butt, and they're still busting their butt. So maybe it's like not to take 

things for granted, and if you want it you always can work for it…like learning 

the value of money maybe, just understanding money means something…I guess if 

you compare like I guess sitcoms and TV, they have rich kids that they don't care 

about money, they go on trips, and go out to eat and not even care about how 

much it costs. So I feel like that's come across in my growing up, and it definitely 

impacts me as an adult, where I hate spending money. I'm very a hoarder when it 

comes to my funds. I feel like that's definitely something that came across from my 

parents, or from my dad in particular. 

As in the case above, many of the Asian American men interviewed for this study had 

learned from their parents that hard work would lead to success—especially, to success 

defined by their parents’ priorities: job security and high income. Notably, Drake 

compares what he learned from his parents about money as the result of hard work and 

contrasts it with kids on the television that seem unaware of the hard work that money 

represents. As children, my respondents observed their parents struggle to manage 

limited economic resources. Although most parents did not have close relationships with 

their children, and many did not know the actual process of achieving the goals they 

encouraged, they were constant and explicit in their messaging that they were working 

hard to finance education that would result in financial security. While children 

understood the economic constraints their parents faced, their parents were not constant 

or explicit about the social and cultural relationship constraints that they faced as 

immigrants. Parents may not have been aware of these deficits because these were 

resources that would have been natural and embedded in daily life in their sending 

country. 
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Moreover, the fact that these parents had been able to immigrate meant that they 

had already received messaging about the value of certain kinds of education and jobs 

that selected them for immigration instead of peers. These parents passed on this cultural 

messaging as a way for their children to also succeed compared to peers, by investing in 

their education and steering them toward specific careers. Without having grown up in 

the US or by having grown up in ethnic enclaves, these immigrant parents would not 

recognize or be able to pass on social and cultural resources that would help their 

children to establish critical relationships in more diverse social contexts.  

Social Exposure and Closure to Careers  

While both white American men and Asian American men who responded for this 

study shared some occupational similarities with their parents, Asian American men were 

more aware of and explicit about the influence of their parents’ occupations on their own 

career choices. In some cases, parents’ career goals for their children caused family 

discord. For instance, Adam reported that the only memorable conflict that he had with 

his parents while growing up was over his career choices. Both his mother and father 

wanted him to be a doctor, but he wanted to go into advertising. Asked why his parents 

wanted him to pursue medicine, Adam said: 

Stability, of course. Salary. [My dad] was first generation. We grew up sort of 

poor. Like I personally grew up eating a ton of TV dinners. Both my parents were 

working jobs and such. And when I was growing up we were living in a really 

crappy apartment and barely had anything. He's always wanted financial 

security. So I think when he came here, doctors are considered to be one of the 

most consistent, stable type of jobs. So I think he just wanted that safety and 

security. 
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When I interviewed Adam, his mother no longer worked, and his father worked as a 

database engineer. Although his parents didn’t seem to be in financial hardship anymore, 

Adam explained that his father still worked long hours and rarely took vacation. Adam’s 

father hoped his son would pursue a career commonly understood to provide financial 

and professional security. Instead, as noted below, Adam pursued a different career path 

that he was concerned would jeopardize his relationship with his parents. 

Similarly, Vanil’s mother was a doctor, and his father was a chemical engineer. 

Vanil explained that his parents wanted him to become a medical doctor due to the status 

and the stability generally associated with a career in medicine. Periods of financial 

hardship in Vanil’s household seemed to support those associations for his parents. 

During those periods, when his mother was in residency and his father was unemployed, 

Vanil’s parents sent him and his sister back to India to live with his grandparents. Vanil 

said: 

I've always thought of [engineering] as like a “looked down upon” field because 

that's like a… growing up thing from family. …I was discouraged from going into 

engineering by especially my mom. She really wanted me to go into medicine like 

her. Yeah. I can talk about that a lot…he [my dad ] was just unemployed like once 

or twice while I was growing up for like here and there…they both see it as an 

unstable field…that was a big thing for them, and obviously the compensation's 

really high…and also like respect. A measure of respect that physicians get.  

In describing medicine as a field not “looked down upon,” not “unstable,” and with “high 

compensation,” Vanil’s response exhibits three prevalent themes that motivated Asian 

American men’s careers: social status, security, and income.  

Once the Asian American men in my study felt that they had relatively stable jobs 

with high incomes, they sought status from their employment. For my respondents, status 
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from work came from a high-ranking title, control over one’s own work or the work of 

others or producing a popular mainstream product. For respondents in this study, both 

Asian American men and their parents value job status, and Asian American men exhibit 

anxiety and alienation if they do not experience respect from others for the reputations of 

their career fields and/or their levels of education. For example, like Adam, Vanil 

remembers a family conflict over the social status of his career path in engineering. He 

said: 

[M]y parents [were] against [engineering]. They still supported me in college 

financially. They weren't gonna like abandon me…But we had very long talks 

about it for years. Even now, probably up until like two or fours years ago… 

they're still pushing me towards going into medicine. Like, “you can go back to 

school, you know”…now my mom talks about me going back for like a masters or 

PhD in this field [engineering]…actually other people have talked to my 

family…‘You only have a bachelors?’ That gives me a general feeling of 

inadequacy...I am making a lot of money and that's the thing that makes it a lot 

easier for them. Now. But I don't know, maybe not enough. 

As Vanil’s response shows, even after he has become successful and financially stable as 

an engineer, his parents are “still pushing [him] towards going into medicine.” Immigrant 

parents’ overt attempts to manipulate their children into different career paths form a 

common pattern among Asian American respondents to this study. Most respondents 

attained job security and high incomes but did not feel that they have achieved a 

satisfactory professional status level. In stating that “other people have talked to [his] 

family” about his degree level, the unfulfilled desire for higher status comes from Asian 

American men’s parents and also from their extended families and broader communities.  
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On the opinions of former classmates from his competitive high school in Southeast 

Houston, Vanil said, “Yeah, I've definitely felt like…there were people I went to high 

school with, they definitely aren't surprised that I'm ‘just an engineer’ I guess is what they 

say.” “Just” here indicates simplicity—Vanil’s is simply an engineer—and suggests that 

Vanil’s former classmates understand that his career path lacks complexity and requires 

merely average intelligence. Therefore, Vanil’s response shows that he thinks other 

people look down upon his field.  

In addition to those feelings of anxiety in relation to the social status of his career 

path, Vanil also over time began to feel alienated from his work. He mentioned that even 

though he initially worked long hours at his engineering job, his enthusiasm for his work 

waned over the years. Now that he had become financially stable, he felt unattached to 

engineering and imagined opening a brewery or becoming a construction worker. 

Alternatively, he imagined a career path with greater impact in the public sphere. Vanil’s 

alienation from the products of his labor have led him to consider careers even further 

removed from his parents’ vision of his professional future. 

The avoidance of alienation also drives Jacob’s thinking about the relationship 

between his work and his family’s conception of his life choices. Jacob is the 30-year-

old, second generation, queer, South Asian Indian American from the previous chapter; 

he is a full-time educational administrator while he pursues a PhD in educational 

administration. On his decision to transition out of medical school into education, Jacob 

remembers that his success a field outside of that his parents chose for him makes him 

question their pride not only in his work but in himself: 

My parents are immigrants from India and growing up they kind of prescribed 

what I would do as a career. All of my cousins, who are older than me, or most of 

them are physicians… I wasn't doing horrible in my science classes, my pre-med 



 35 

classes…but in my student employment, student leadership I was being heralded. 

I was getting “Of The Year” Awards… for the first time in my life I was the best 

at something… I don't want to be an okay doctor. I want to be something like 

really great in my field. I had kind of like an initial coming out process to my 

family telling them that I wouldn't go to medical school, and they had to come to 

terms with it… every now and then they'll be like, "You know, so and so's son is 

now an anesthesiologist." Like “if you had started med school you would have 

finished residency by now”… I don't even know if they're being serious because I 

have been so blessed to accomplish so much in my career that I believe that 

they're proud of me… I don't know if it's to them or to the world... I like to show 

up and prove people wrong in general. So I overcompensate, I'm extra, as I keep 

mentioning. I have a personal need to feel significant. 

Clearly, Jacob made a difficult choice to pursue a career that made him feel significant at 

the risk of making his parents perceive him as insignificant due to his refusal to take on a 

career commonly understood to be stable, accomplished, and financially rewarding. 

Adam also risked the possibility that his career choice would alienate him from his 

family. As noted above, Adam’s parents worked constantly so that he could earn more 

money in a more reputable job than theirs and wanted him to become a doctor. Only after 

Adam established his successful advertising company would his father acknowledge his 

son’s job security, favorable income, and respectable status. Adam and Jacob were rare in 

this study in that they felt they had close relationships with their fathers as adults. Adam 

said: 

I think he [my father] sees that we’re trying to build things to be in the long term, 

and also he’s worked with a lot of companies, actually fairly large companies that 

you would see on TV and radio occasionally. I think he enjoys hearing the stories 
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as well… I’ll tell him these anecdotes, “Oh, we produced this and this is working 

well, this is not working well…My dad definitely wanted me to be a doctor. But 

now he’s definitely a huge fan now of the business…But back then he definitely 

really, really wanted me to be a doctor. So that was like one influence. And then, I 

didn’t have someone other than myself who wanted to go down the business route. 

Adam felt that he had a good relationship with his father because they could connect with 

each other when he talked about his work. He said his father would be interested in 

hearing about the big-name companies that Adam worked with, especially because Adam 

was in charge of the company, including his own work and the work of others. Important 

to the economic foundations for Asian American masculinity, Adam’s father had worked 

long hours as a database engineer at the whims of other people, throughout Adam’s life, 

and Adam now worked extremely long hours as he tried to grow his own company. Aside 

from connecting through Adam’s work, it did not seem like Adam and his father 

connected around much else.  

Notably, Adam, Jacob, and a respondent, named Rodney that we will hear about 

later, told stories of going against their parents’ vehement wishes to become medical 

doctors. After working extremely hard through establishing their own business and/or 

higher education to achieve the highest degrees in their field of study, they described an 

enduring process to prove to their parents that they had found success in status, money, 

and job security, in their field of choice. Respondents understood restrictive immigrant 

parenting through the lens the economic hardship their families experienced and the 

messaging that certain kinds of education and careers would help them and their families 

to escape economic hardship. While respondents were able to discern economic hardship 

as central to hardship in their families, they did not consider as similarly important the 
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social or cultural resources they did not have access to as the children of immigrant 

parents. 

Living Vicariously Through Children 

The Asian American men’s understandings of self-worth reflect their parents’ 

conceptions of the value of their careers. Parents’ perspectives also overshadow this 

section. Although immigrant parents had networks of support from their sending country 

and some parents had family to support them in the US, many of them did not have 

access to social, cultural, and economic resources in the US, and needed help from their 

children to navigate American systems and institutions. These parents were often well-

educated compared to peers in their sending country, but their degrees and work 

experience were not recognized with comparable job security, status, or pay in the US. 

Despite relatively low returns to their education because of American bias against 

accents, foreign degrees, and unfamiliarity with American culture, these parents felt 

frustration and pride in compensating for these disadvantages by outworking their peers 

and refusing to make an issue out of any injustice along the way.  

This commitment to work hard without complaint or recognition provides a 

familiar racial project (Omi and Winant 2014:105) of honorable, loyal, and wronged 

Japanese American internees and soldiers (Azuma 2005)  and the well-educated and 

economically valuable “good immigrants” from China (Hsu 2015). The pre-1965 racial 

exclusion and post-1965 incorporation of Asian immigrants into the American economy 

shaped the culture of Asian Americans. In this section, I argue that these Asian immigrant 

parents invest heavily in the education of their children, so that their children can see the 

returns their own parents did not receive from their education. Respondents for this study 

tend to believe that their parents’ immigrant status caused expectations for their children 

that differentiated immigrant children from their native-born peers.   
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Anthony, from the previous chapter, a 26-year-old, second-generation, 

heterosexual, Chinese American man, previously worked in finance consulting and left to 

become an actuary. With regards to his parents’ expectations for him to build an 

enormously successful life given the enormous opportunity he had in the United States in 

comparison with their struggles, Anthony states: 

My dad is unemployed. He was an engineer for a long time, but he got laid off like 

10 years ago and just hasn't found a job since then, and he just doesn't work. My 

mom owns hair salons… She works throughout them, and she does general 

management…She's the single income between my dad and my mom…[My 

parents] did want us to be self-sufficient…They're immigrants…they knew what it 

was like to live the actual struggle…They weren't like the educated Chinese who 

immigrated to the U.S. They were like the Chinese people who immigrated to the 

U.S. when they were young and have to come on a boat... there was like an 

expectation that you should like try to make the best of what you've got, and try to 

be as financially independent and be grateful for what you have and not be ... I'd 

say throwing it away. So like don't be an artist, or whatever. You know? I don't 

think there's anything wrong with that. But I feel like if I did that, my parents 

would have a cow, right? They'd be like, ‘What the fuck are ...’ I'm not allowed 

home anymore…No, they probably wouldn't be like that. But ... 

Anthony’s discourse explains why the life path of an artist would contradict the realities 

of the immigrant experience. Anthony speaks in the second person as if he is reciting the 

words his parents once said to him: “make the best of what you've got and try to be as 

financially independent and be grateful for what you have.” In this sense, he replaces his 

parents in the conversation and effectively repeats his parents’ sentiments to himself. It is 

as though Anthony’s parents are actually living through his voice and his experience.  
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As a result, Anthony’s discourse becomes fractured at the end of this passage. He 

vacillates between judgment from his parents had he chosen an uncertain career path, like 

that of an artist— “don't be an artist, or whatever” and his own opinion— “I don't think 

there's anything wrong with that.” Then, he again assumes the voices of his parents as he 

perceives them— “They'd be like, ‘What the fuck are . . ..” Finally, Anthony waivers one 

more time when he proposes that “No, they probably wouldn't be like that” and then ends 

his response with the contrasting conjunction, “But,” which trails off and shows Anthony 

left with a string of contradictions between his ideas and those of his parents and a voice 

that may or may not be his own.  

Another participant of this study, Rodney, believed like Anthony that his parents 

were living out their immigrant dreams through their expectations for his career: 

[I]t's the stereotypical pressure since you’re first grade. Like either you grow up 

to be a doctor, a lawyer or a businessperson…Especially as a child of 

immigrants, I think that college was not even a question, it was just, ‘Which 

college?’ Then, it was never a question that you are going to be a professional, a 

white-collar professional. Not a dance star, not a chef, not anything like that. For 

immigrants with limited education, the white-collar professionals they most have 

familiarity with, especially abroad is doctors, lawyers and entrepreneurs. Even 

entrepreneurs were not regarded as high as doctors and lawyers…you just take 

the script, and you don't question it because it just comes with the cultural 

baggage, good and bad. 

Rodney’s father came to the U.S. to get a bachelor’s degree in pharmacy. His mother was 

a cashier at a local supermarket, and his family owned a laundry mart like many 

immigrant Chinese families in New York. Rodney talked about the high expectations his 
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parents had for him to excel in higher education, especially compared to his younger 

sister.  

Rodney recalled, “I will say that the difference between male and female was 

quite transparent from the get-go since pre-school. How you are treated, cultural 

expectations of a girl versus a boy, academic expectations, girl versus a boy, blah, blah, 

blah. Those traditional gender stereotypes did persist.” I will come back to the different 

expectations and regulation that immigrant parents had for sons and daughters in the 

chapter on friendships and relationships. Race and immigration scholars studying Asian 

American families have observed how some traditional gender roles persist through 

immigration while racially specific pathways for economic inclusion shapes gendered 

experiences for sons and daughters.  

Louie (2004) finds that while sons and daughters were both expected to do well in 

school, the reasons and outcomes of this investment were different by the class 

background of the immigrant parents and by gender of their children. According to 

working class immigrant parents, parents would not be able to financially help their 

children, so daughters would have to work outside the home in order to support 

themselves and their families. According to middle-class parents, sons would inherit a 

family business, but daughters would need to go to a good college to marry a man that 

was well off and could support her. Similar to Kibria’s (1993) findings in working class 

Vietnamese families, for working class immigrant parents, while daughters would have to 

contribute more to the household earnings, they would also have to continue to do the 

burden of the “second shift” (Hochschild and Machung 1989)  of household care work.  

Chung (2016) finds that first sons are expected to be ambitious in their education 

and careers and provide financial security for the family. First sons are also supposed to 

carry on ethnic culture for compatibility with caregiving for aging parents, by marrying 
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ideally within ethnicity or at least a culturally similar racial group. However, Chung 

(2016) finds that when there isn’t a first-born son, or the son can’t meet those 

expectations, eldest daughters are expected to fill similar roles. Unlike Louie (2004), 

Chung (2016) and Espiritu (2001) finds that while daughters are supposed to do well in 

school, support or expectations for where their daughters’ education will lead in a career 

are generally limited by prioritizing the male sibling’s education and career and by 

cultural expectations for the daughter to continue care work in the family of origin.  

The next quote from Rodney shows how gender culture shaped the restrictive 

immigrant parenting practices he experienced as a child. I asked Rodney why he was 

motivated to excel in academics when he was a kid. He replied: 

I think a lot of that pressure probably came from my mom due to the fact that she 

is more poorly educated…having had a son who was already academically 

gifted...she drew probably a lot of self-confidence, kind of…you live through your 

children…that's where maybe a lot of that came from, her own insecurities and a 

lack of opportunities, lack of education. She was probably vicariously trying to 

live it through me. I think maybe unconsciously and maybe even directly she 

infused that into me. It's hard to divorce that as you get older…  

Rodney explained how he figured out the higher educational system without his parents’ 

assistance. Lee and Zhou (2015) identify the paradox of Asian immigrants’ children 

without class resources achieving similar educational levels as Asian immigrants’ 

children with class resources. They note that children of Latinx immigrants also achieve 

significant upward social mobility but do not experience similar “model minority” racial 

stereotypes to explain their achievements.  

Unfortunately, they [Rodney’s parents] were not as educated in the higher 

educational school system…They were uneducated about higher level, higher ed 



 42 

schools and what they offered and the structure. A lot of that was my own 

research, so applying for college was my own…Thankfully I had the foresight 

early on to know that I would thrive more in a smaller college than a larger 

college… I realized that I was by that time quite extrovert, and I probably would 

have been distracted by big cities and wanting to go party… especially when you 

turn 18 and get out… and do whatever you want to do. I recognized within myself 

that it would probably be better to stick myself in a smaller college to focus, to do 

better. I didn't want to jeopardize that because I knew I wanted to be a 

professional and I wanted to do well. That was an early insight that I think was to 

my advantage... I had grown up in private education catholic schools, and the 

teacher-student ratio was small…so I knew that I would probably do better with a 

lower student-teacher ratio, which only came from private liberal arts colleges.  

Compared to the way the other Asian American men that I interviewed talked about 

higher education, Rodney seemed to have the most self-direction and self-awareness 

about which sort of setting would lead to his academic success based on his personality. 

Other respondents, like Kyle and Drake, talked about being immediately concerned about 

the cost of higher education for their parents. Drake later wished that he could have 

applied to somewhere more prestigious and more expensive than his state college where 

tuition was cheap. Kyle was a 46-year-old, fourth generation, gay, Japanese American 

who worked for fifteen years at a small research analysis consulting company.  Kyle 

wished that he had taken more time to figure out what he really wanted to do for a job, 

instead of rushing into a graduate program just because he thought he needed a graduate 

degree and had won a scholarship. Both Drake and Kyle seemed to think they might have 

had more successful careers had they considered alternate paths after high school.  
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In the next quote, we hear from Jimmy, the 30-year-old, second-generation, 

heterosexual, Vietnamese American who worked as a software engineer. He contracted 

for a large corporation and was hired on as a full-time employee, but he left that company 

to work in a startup. Jimmy grew up in an impoverished, all-black neighborhood until his 

parents saved enough money to move the family in his freshman year of high school to an 

all-white neighborhood. His new peer group had higher cognitive abilities, and Jimmy 

learned that he too was capable of earning good grades. However, like Rodney, Jimmy 

did not know how the educational system worked nor did his family.  

…coming into senior year, I'm still pretty oblivious to this whole college thing. I 

always kind of thought like, "Oh, after you graduate high school, somehow you 

just go to college." Yeah, so that was like a rude awakening too, and I had to kind 

of like go through that whole process myself… [My parents] They weren't directly 

connected to my academic studies…or even, to be honest, my own personal life. 

Because they were mostly working all the time, and I spent most of my days over 

at my grandmother's house… I kind of felt like it was like a duty of mine to just 

carry out the wishes of my mom… Because even though I was a bad kid, I was a 

great kid at home though. I'm very respectful of my parents…I always do what 

they say… it was more because I didn't really know myself…I like to believe that 

it was because I didn't grow up in an environment where people are going to tell 

you, “You can do anything you want.” I might see that on TV…but it wasn't really 

internalized, at least at home …I just had this naive thought that a doctor is like 

at the top of pedestal kind of deal…I perceived it that way because, well, just in 

general, in society. Two, from like immediate family members…especially my 

mother…My mom specifically suggested it…  
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As we heard from Vanil, Rodney, and Jimmy, all these men knew that their parents, 

especially their mothers, wanted them to do well in school and go on to higher education, 

especially in the medical field. While most of the men talked about spending more time 

with their mothers and talking to their mothers more than their fathers, we can hear in the 

previous quote from Jimmy and an earlier quote from Drake, that these men often 

contrasted their relationships with their parents to the relationships of families that they 

saw in the American culture portrayed on television.  

A theme that starts here and becomes more apparent in the next chapter on work, 

and a later chapter on adult relationships with fathers, is that education and work are 

available mechanisms to convey masculine privilege to Asian men and maintain positive 

relationships with their parents. While non-immigrant peers might have shared sports, 

arts, vacations, entertainment, experiences of adolescence, and family history with their 

parents, these Asian men often did not have those cultural and historical points of 

intimacy. Moreover, their parents were often inaccessible due to their lack of cultural, 

language, energy, and financial resources. Without other ways to develop multi-faceted 

relationships with their parents, Asian men received a strong message about education 

and career accomplishments as meaningful ways to connect with parents. For example, in 

the last quote we can hear how Jimmy feels he needs to be one way around his parents 

but that he is a different person outside of his home.  

While some Asian immigrant parents experienced growing up in ethnic enclaves, 

many of the Asian American men did not have this experience. Recent immigrant 

families have entered the U.S. in “new destinations,” rather than the urban, coastal cities 

of past immigrant waves. Families grew up in low-income neighborhoods in the Midwest 

and south with other poor racial minority populations. When families moved to safer 

higher-income neighborhoods, these neighborhoods were mostly white or had a limited 
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mix of Asian ethnicities, rather than high density concentrations of one Asian ethnic 

group.  

Kyle, was a 46-year-old, fourth generation, gay, Japanese American who worked 

for fifteen years at a small research analysis consulting company. Asked what he wished 

his parents might have done differently when raising him, Kyle responded: 

I had some problems with my education because we were in a really poor, low-

performing school district… I had to get pulled out of public school because my 

parents weren't happy with it. But then we ended up going to my church school, 

which was very small and really inconsistent actually in terms of the education … 

I was top of my class, but my class only had like eight people in it. Then I got into 

high school, and I'm like, "So maybe I am a little behind because I self-taught 

myself about algebra." But they [my parents] couldn't help stuff like that, I guess.  

Researchers have found that because of racialized tracking in schools, Asian American 

students may not be receiving appropriate educational support services as quickly as their 

peers (Cooc 2019). Asian American youth also experience high rates of bullying, and 

have low rates of emotional support from family, friends, and institutions to deal with 

these experiences. Kyle said that his parents struggled financially but eventually learned 

methods to save enough money for him to go to college.  

Kyle’s experience is similar to that of many of the men interviewed for this study. 

Because their parents saved to support their children’s higher education and because 

interviewees earned scholarships and had jobs, most respondents completed an 

undergraduate degree with minimal student loan debt. As Chung (2016) finds, these men 

found their parents’ dedication to help them pay for their college degrees as an 

instrumental demonstration of their love. One detriment of first-generation immigrant 

parents’ long work hours was a lack of intimate communication with their children. 
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Respondent Jacob does not “remember the last time my parents said that they loved” him. 

He remembers his mother as “very stereotypically Asian,” so she would “cook food for” 

him as “one way that she demonstrates love.” Jacob states, “I don't think it's the words” 

but rather his parents’ actions that show him that they love him. Similarly, Kyle said that 

his parents helped him pay for his college education: 

I thought they were normal, but looking back I know that money was really tight 

… my parents were really good with their money. They let me go to school for one 

year where they paid tuition and expenses. And starting my sophomore year, I 

had to start working to help offset some of my expenses. But they paid the full 

tuition the whole time and part of my living expenses. Honestly, that school was 

very diverse in terms of people that were there. Some people thought that I was 

really spoiled…Because they weren't getting anything from their parents. They 

were taking out loans and everything. 

Learning by Example 

The biggest challenges that Asian American men faced while growing up were 

the cultural gaps between themselves and their parents and the cultural conflicts they felt 

between their family lives and heteronormative American culture. In a sending country or 

ethnic enclave, larger families and communities guide communication between parents 

and children going through life transitions. However, immigrants’ children in the United 

States often were isolated linguistically from their parents, and they were isolated from 

extended family by both language and physical distance. Respondent Jimmy remembered 

his mother having two waitressing jobs before earning her current position in a nail salon.  

His dad worked the third shift in a factory, meaning that he would work throughout the 

night and sleep during the day so that Jimmy rarely saw his father. 
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So he doesn't really talk much and so I would say that I would characterize my 

relationship with my dad as just like physically close not mentally close… the few 

times that we do hang out or whatnot, it would be going to grocery store, going to 

the mall on the weekend …very little words were actually uttered…all the way up 

until maybe like recently, a couple years ago. But it's still pretty, you know, non-

existent in a way. Like it's actually very hard for either one of us to really like 

utter a question…it's like hard for us to like get personal…at least for me I know 

it's just because I'm not used to it, you know? And I guess I'm a grown ass man 

now, so you know it shouldn't be hard for me to step up and do it. But I just, I feel 

like, you know, ever since all the small times that I tried to do it like that, it was 

just kind of dismissed…I would ask him something that he just kind of like he'll 

respond very short in a way and he'll just like walk away, you know. 

Some parents needed children to help in the family business, like respondent Rodney’s 

family who owned a laundry. Park’s (2005) study of Asian immigrant entrepreneurial 

families who owned small family businesses describes the emotional and familial chasms 

that shape when family members all work together due to a lack of family bonding time.  

As Park notes, immigrant children with families working together did not have the 

structured leisure time observed for middle-class children, but also did not have the 

freedom of latchkey children among working-class white families.   

Several Asian American respondents talked about seeing representations of white 

American families in the media that they did not experience. They also remembered 

friends whose parents were available to their children for activities, conversations, 

encouragement, and even friend-like relationships, as well as parents who gave their 

children more freedom with their free time and in friendships. Because Asian American 
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children’s parents often were absent due to excess working, they were unavailable to 

attend to or even discuss the cultural desires of their American-born children. 

For example, I asked Jimmy to describe the most memorable lesson his father 

taught him either verbally or by example, and he responded, “I don't think my dad's ever 

taught me anything,” and he acknowledges his “resentment towards [his] dad” because 

Jimmy feels that “he's somewhat of a coward.” Jimmy explains that he developed that 

perspective when he worked in his parents’ restaurant.  Jimmy’s father “would ask 

[Jimmy] to do some of the smallest shit for him as in go tell this customer this…it's 

because he doesn't have the balls to do it… I just hated that shit so bad…it's not like he's 

busy or anything. It's just the fact he's scared to do it.” Jimmy continues to resent his 

father because his father “never really tried to teach me anything about a lot of stuff … 

because he kind of feels like I won't be able to do it…I broke a car door mirror, side 

mirror and I bought another mirror to replace it… I'm in the garage, you know, trying to 

figure it out…he comes home…he like interjects and basically takes over.” Jimmy’s 

perception of his father’s lack of trust in him caused Jimmy to then project that sense of 

distrust onto his father. Over time, Jimmy no longer saw his father as a parental or 

guiding figure, and so their relationship became based on alienation from one another. In 

conclusion, Jimmy states that effectively, his father never taught him “how to be a 

man…I had to figure all that shit out myself.”   

Jimmy’s relationship with his father is similar to that of other respondents to this 

study. Due to downward economic mobility, language barriers, and racial discrimination 

in the job market, Asian American parents, especially fathers, mostly were absent from 

their children’s lives. Asian American respondents talked about fathers leaving the home 

early for work and returning late, so respondents’ mothers or extended family raised 

them. Even when fathers were laid off from work and mothers became primary income 
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earners, fathers and sons did not communicate more or spend more quality time together. 

When I asked Vanil about his relationship with his father, he said: 

I assumed he [my dad] liked me. No. He cared for me… The first thing that came 

to mind was…him helping me with my math homework…He's not 

expressive…Actually now as adults we don't, I don't know. I find it hard to have a 

conversation sometimes. He's really interested in like investment and real estate 

and I'm not. I try to pay attention and then also he's sort of divisive in some other 

aspects of the family…I wouldn't say we really have in depth conversations… 

even his siblings and other members of the family like on my mom's side too, like 

he'll sort of shun them… it's normally stuff like you'd just like forget it for 

family…Probably a lot of money things... shut off around people…like my two 

cousins that I'm very close with. Like him and their mom had some conflict years 

ago and so like he sort of shuns her but then he also does that to my cousins, their 

kids, which doesn't really make sense because they didn't do anything…  

Because Vanil and his sister had spent parts of their childhood growing up in India with 

their grandparents and apart from each other, Vanil had closer ties to his cousins than his 

parents. Similarly, in a later chapter, we’ll see how Vanil and other Asian American men 

felt that they were closer to their friends than their parents, and they did not feel 

particularly close to their friends. Even though Vanil had moved out and was financially 

independent from his parents, he struggled to have a meaningful relationship with his 

father. Vanil continued to be troubled by the ongoing rift that immigration and money 

had created between his father and his mother’s extended family.  

In her study on the perspectives of adult children of Asian immigrants regarding 

their family’s lack of emotional literacy, Chung (2016) finds that those children 

understand expressions of their parents’ love simply as providing for their immediate and 
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basic necessities, like food and education, at all costs. With respect to this study, Vanil 

and other respondents explained that they knew that their parents cared for them because 

they met their children’s “practical” or “instrumental” needs but not their desires for 

emotional or relationship support to which American culture exposed them. Vanil said, “I 

was taken care of in all sort of aspects. Like you know, extracurricular. Like driving 

around for that and meals obviously. If I needed something we'd go to Wal-mart … he's 

just someone I can rely on. If I have a question about anything. If my AC is broken or my 

car, I can call him. He'll answer. He's there for me.”  

While non-Hispanic white men would bond with their fathers around sports, most 

of the men did not have social support or financial resources to help them participate in 

the most popular sports for young men in American culture. Most parents did not 

understand and were uninterested in American sports. Some found them too dangerous 

and not worth the time or resources for their sons to play in them. Sports are a 

cornerstone for heteronormative masculinity in the United States, and as noted in Chapter 

4, sports are important for men’s friendships and work relationships. Fathers who tried to 

get their sons involved in sports often put them into the sports they cared about rather 

than the sports that their sons were interested in, so the children’s involvement quickly 

became a source of tension rather than bonding.  

Thus far I have reviewed patterns in Asian American families associated with 

parents’ professional expectations for their sons, emotional disconnect and alienation 

among generations of Asian American families, and Asian immigrants’ children [ or 

sons?] feeling misguided by their fathers. However, not all relationship characteristics are 

negative. In fact, Asian American men mostly found positive connections with their 

fathers around the theme of hard work in paid labor. Lu and Wong (2013) found that in 

contrast to other ethnic groups where masculine and heteronormative bonds are formed 
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through dating and sports, Asian and Asian American men emphasized the masculine 

provider or breadwinner role to establish masculinity, compared to their white peers. 

Respondents remembered how hard their fathers worked even if the work that 

their fathers did was not satisfying to them or below their formal training in their sending 

country. As noted above, memorable conflict for respondents often surrounded the choice 

of a career path if different from their parents’ advice and involved a period of proving to 

parents that respondents would be successful in their risky choices. Remember Jacob, 

who was pursuing a PhD in education. When I asked him about his father he said:  

He has his degree in mathematics and if he really applied himself I'm sure he 

could have been a math professor, but when he immigrated here I don't know if 

the U.S. employers here didn't recognize the degree back home or what, but he 

was not able to gain employment... he worked as like a bagger at a grocery store. 

I mean some odd-end entry-level positions and then he finally got a position as a 

mail clerk at the US Postal Service. Not at the front or not the mailman, although 

I used to say that to my friends like, "He's the mailman." He worked basically in a 

big warehouse sorting mail, and actually he did that until he retired. He did that 

for 33 years…He didn't really talk about [his math skills]. He had, I wouldn't say 

pride, but he had a lot of dignity in the ability to have a job. And so I learned a lot 

about this through my mom. She's the one that actually told me about my dad.  

Like Chung (2016) and other immigration scholars argue, children born in receiving 

countries hear selective bits of information about their parents’ previous lives and 

immigration experiences before they were born. Many of the Asian American men in the 

study felt that those repeated patterns of silence regarding personal lives, thoughts, 

parenting, and teaching were hard to reform as adults. Therefore, some respondents, like 
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Jimmy, Jordan, Vanil, and Kyle, felt resentment, sadness, regret, and alienation towards 

their fathers. Jimmy said of his father, a software engineer: 

He was not distant, but very traditional father. I don't think we have a very good 

relationship. That's probably held throughout the years…His view on life is 

different than my view on life. We don't communicate about that as well. He has a 

traditional immigrant mindset. I have probably less of that…An example would be 

he probably would prefer me to have a paying job…A job at a corporation…He 

wanted me to get a master's degree. I believe the reason he wanted me to get a 

master's, which is to have a master's degree, I didn't want to…We didn't spend 

that much time together. We would play tennis with his tennis group regularly. 

Otherwise, not very much…I didn't un-enjoy it… I don't reflect on it thinking "Oh, 

wow. What a bonding experience it was." 

Like Jimmy, Rodney failed to live up to his parents’ expectations for his education when 

he went into psychology instead of pursuing a medical degree. Similarly, as noted above, 

Adam started his own advertising business instead of pursuing medicine, and Vanil 

became a software engineer instead of becoming a doctor. 

While almost all of the Asian American respondents in this study did not feel like 

they talked much with their fathers and only a few grew closer to their fathers as adults, 

many of them said that what they learned from their fathers, they learned by example. For 

instance, I asked Adam the most important thing his father taught him, and Adam said, 

“Probably just the importance of hard work…By example…Putting in a lot of hours. 

Being pretty frugal. Being pretty disciplined overall.” Similarly, Anthony said: 

My parents are pretty like tiger parent-y. They're Asian and…They're very much 

like, "Hey, we'll take care of ourselves. We're going to call you a few times a 

week. Just let us know how you're doing." …they're very, very accepting of me 
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and when [I tell them about] the lot of hours I work are like, they're not like, 

"Hey, you need to [relax].” They're like, "Hey, why aren't you CEO yet?" I mean 

that's a joke, but… 

In the next chapter we hear about how Asian American respondents work long hours in 

search of positions with greater authority, autonomy, and status. In this section, I argue 

that these job qualities are also important to parents, since many of them also put in long 

hours at jobs that were below their skill-level, especially fathers who experienced more 

unemployment in white-collar careers than their wives who found various steady types of 

employment in the U.S.  

Filling in the Silences  

Some of the lack of communication between parents and children was not only 

due to absent fathers but also because children or parents were sometimes separated for 

extended periods of time. Some children would spend parts of their childhood in Asia 

while parents remained working in the US. Asian American parents did make time for 

children to pursue low-cost opportunities for extra studying or language-based schooling. 

Cultural activities usually happened through exposure rather than structured attempts to 

teach children about their parents’ native cultures. Moreover, like immigration stories, 

decisions for separating parents and children were not usually explained or discussed 

between parents and children. Most of the Asian American men did not know much 

about their parents aside from what they saw when they were growing up with them.  

For my respondents, Asian immigrant fathers were often perceived as absent and 

silent providers who led by example, and Asian immigrant mothers were perceived as the 

homemakers and caregivers, even when they were also the ones providing financially. 

Anthony said:  
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I think he [my father] was kind of intimidating…he was the enforcer, you know? 

He would bring out the belt, and he'd be like, "Hey, man. Don't be an 

asshole."…It was only 'cause he thought that was what was best for me…she [my 

mother] was always around. She didn't work when my dad was working. So she 

would be at home all the time taking care of us…she would always be very kind, 

you know, and she'd always kind of spoil me a little…"Anthony wants to do this. 

We should let him do it." My dad would be like, "No, no. He should like go out 

and like you know earn it”…I feel like she's kind of holding her and my dad 

together. She's working. She's the primary caregiver in the family…I think my dad 

relies on her a lot… even though they were doing things …it would seem kind of 

harsh…They were like, "You gotta make As... I don't care what you say about 

your teacher, the teacher's always right."…Academically, they were tough… to be 

able to care that much about us as kids, and be able to actually enforce it, you 

know? I respect that a lot, and I appreciate that a lot, I guess. 

When I asked Vanil about the most important thing that his father had taught him, he 

said, “Honestly some of the biggest things…I guess are sad…like the negative of how he 

talked, like and how I learned I shouldn't be like that…I was talking about how he faced 

some other members of my family. But that's more like the contrast with my mom.” 

Vanil’s answer suggests that caring relationships are predicated on the fulfillment of 

instrumental and practical needs. This understanding of care work is similar to the 

gendered understanding of men’s work compared to women’s work in paid and unpaid 

labor. This division of labor suggests that men take care of fixing and solving 

instrumental problems while women work on the caring of emotional support and 

relationship development and maintenance. Among my interviews with Asian American 
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men, it was common that they were noticeably closer to and more comfortable talking 

with their mothers than their fathers. Vanil said: 

[My mom] she was more expressive than my dad I guess. Would kiss us goodnight 

every night and like every morning when she went to work well into high school... 

I wasn't open with either of my parents. I don't think my dad really cared, but my 

mom probably cared a lot. That changed a lot I guess when I got older probably 

'cause she started opening up more to me about a lot things, like sometimes her 

relationship with my dad and their marriage…Though even at that point like she 

was sharing a lot more…But I still wasn't sharing a lot more…I just never felt 

comfortable sharing on like a lot of stuff that I would talk to my friends about…I 

definitely know some friends who talk a lot with their moms about stuff, or 

parents, and some don't. It's not like the norm for me…I wasn't given a lot of 

information from my parents. They didn't share a lot about ... even like family 

stuff. Like when my uncle died I wasn't told. So they hid a lot of stuff from me that 

I wished they hadn't. So they weren't open with me and I wasn't open with them. 

Several respondents described having trouble connecting and spending time with their 

parents when they were young because of time, culture, and economic constraints. They 

indicated that these patterns cemented problems as they were adults, especially as 

language barriers remained. For example, Drake said: 

I'm the whole stereotypical Asian male, right? I keep everything bottled in and 

internal. I don't necessarily seek help. And part of it is the male mentality, if 

you're seeking help it's almost like a sign of weakness. Even though I think it's 

proven that it's not, right, like you definitely need to seek help concerning certain 

scenarios. So I still have that internal dialogue of like it doesn't feel right…Maybe 

it's culturally. You know, my father doesn't speak about his emotions, doesn't 
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display his emotions. I think part of it carries over. But also I think part of it's 

societal, like you see on TV shows and things like that, the guy's made fun of if he 

talks about his feelings and things like that. So it's a combination of just your 

environment and your family and society itself… 

Drake’s quote is important because he cannot figure out what aspects of his internal 

emotional life best reflects an Asian immigrant culture or masculine culture in general. In 

the next chapter we’ll review the concept of racial optimization, where aspects of Asian 

culture that were economically motivated, like hard work and obedience in a foreign 

country, helped Asian immigrant men find unsatisfying jobs and support their families.  

Since in the US masculinity contrasts conceptions of femininity—wherein women 

are emotional and men are rational—masculine culture allowed men who might be 

struggling with language, culture, and racialized perceptions to withdraw rather than to 

grow from vulnerability, like many of the mothers that Asian American men described. 

Asian American men found that their mothers had less education and lower status jobs 

but that they found jobs and often these jobs, lower expectations for status, and caring for 

children allowed them to support their families and to build relationships and develop 

language skills outside of their families. 

Yeah, stereotypical Asian family, like I guess growing up as a kid, discipline was 

always done with a belt or a stick. It wasn't positive reinforcement, it was 

definitely negative reinforcement ... when you see loving parents on TV, I never 

felt like I had that growing up. But at the same time, my parents weren't divorced 

and separated…But I would say my family's very emotionally disjointed...Like the 

thought of kissing my mom would not cross my mind. It's just not that type of 

family where we like say “I love you” to my parents …I spent more time with my 

mom, she definitely was at home more often. But it's very similar, like if I got in 
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trouble, she'd go with the whip. But I guess my mom growing up, she was a 

waitress and my dad was a cook… because she was a waitress and had the 

consistent customers, she would get free movie passes almost every week, so we'd 

go see movies all the time. That's like one of my fondest memories I guess of my 

mom…a lot of my friends' relationship with their parents, they would always go to 

their parents for like help with homework and things like that, but I never felt that 

I could, mainly 'cause of the language barrier…I was very self-sufficient at a 

young age. 

Many of the Asian American men said that they grew up translating for their parents and 

continued to do so into their adult years, especially regarding, schools, doctors, finances, 

and other American institutions. Translation was simultaneously a point of pride and 

obligation. For children, translation requirements became a point of obligation continuing 

into adult life and a space of negotiating power. Rodney said: 

I am privy then to a lot of dynamic discord or synergy between those two cultures, 

having had to interact on a daily basis growing up, and I can see the positives 

and negatives of it. Positive example is, I was a translator for my grandparents 

going to doctor's appointments, going to McDonald's. I am the translator at six-

years-old, and so you have to do those things, and I found pride, self-esteem, self-

confidence and being able to navigate two languages and navigate the social and 

financial systems.     

Similarly, Jimmy said: 

Oh, I mean to this day they still have a little bit of language barrier. I mean it’s 

better, a little bit better now, right, but no when they came with zero English…I 

feel like I picked up English almost immediately… I mean even to this day, 
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growing up I was virtually and digitally my parents. You know, like I was on the 

phone with insurance companies, I was signing papers…even to this day. 

Reconnecting with Parents as Adults 

For respondents to this study, knowing that they had greater economic resources 

than their parents did not lead necessarily to economic freedom from their family 

obligations. Asian American men felt responsible for younger siblings and aging parents, 

so they understand that time and money may asked of them in the future to support their 

families. While their parents often felt more cultural and familial pressure to be married 

and have children by a certain age, first generation Asian American men prioritize job 

and income security before risking the unexpected sacrifices and disruptions of 

committed romantic relationships and children. On this topic, Vanil said: 

My uncle and my grandparents…Here in Austin. They lived with me in my like 

two bedroom. It was a very packed situation. For like ten months... with my 

grandparents it is a little different because they don't drive. My grandma doesn't 

speak English. They can't be completely on their own but my uncle was also 

there... they were normally in Houston. Well they lived by themselves in India for 

all their lives, right. They were getting older. My mom convinced them to come 

here to apply for their green cards but they had to stay here while their 

application was happening…My uncle got a job in Austin so he was basically 

moving here and the plan was to stay at my place for the interim until they got 

settled down and stuff, and then my grandparents came to actually sort of take 

care of my uncle. He's a recovering alcoholic. So they were worried about him…I 

don't want to say I took care of my grandparents but we lived together for close to 

a year. 
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Similarly, Drake expected that he would be the financial provision for his family in the 

foreseeable future. His sister lives physically near his parents, so she would probably take 

care of physically helping them in their old age. However, he would be the financial 

provider and would only be able to physically help them if his job would let him. 

I guess I've pretty much decided my career is important, 'cause essentially I'm 

going to be taking care of me and my sister at some point, and probably my 

parents…Like financially taking care of. I mean my sister does work, but she 

doesn't make as much as she needs to to have a good life… It comes family first, 

right, like if my parents have to go to the hospital for ... with large medical bills, 

she's not gonna be able to fund that. So I'm gonna have to step in and take care of 

that…That's like just maybe the oldest son mentality… it should be coming soon, 

like my parents are towards that retirement age right, so at some point I'm 

probably gonna have to start sending money home…My family's restaurant 

owners ... They're banking on Social Security to fund their things, which is not 

very much, especially in light of medical bills, that's not going to be sufficient… I 

don't set aside money, I just have a large amount of savings. Which if it needs to 

go, it needs to go right? 

Drake said that he and his family do not talk about the impending future of care and its 

costs, which is common in Asian families. Remember from the previous chapter Derek, a 

33-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual Korean American who taught himself to 

develop software and started a consulting company for software development with a 

partner. Derek said: 

My father passed away in 2008. And so, my mother still works. But I take care of 

her quite a bit. She's not sickly or anything like that. She's still in good health. But 

I have to financially support her. I also before I purchased my own house a few 
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years ago, I actually purchased a house for her. So, I have two mortgages which 

obviously affects me on a day-to-day basis…it's really just financial security for 

myself but also for my mother. Also for my sister as well. She's doing okay, but I'd 

like to provide her with better opportunities that she can't afford herself…I'm not 

a very materialistic person. In fact, I'm very minimalist compared to a lot of 

people my age. It's just really, I feel like I'm playing catch-up because a lot of my 

20s was spent trying to care for family rather than focusing on myself. So, I'd like 

the financial freedom to be able to do things that I missed out on and retire 

early…the main goal of financial security is early retirement… 

In addition, Derek told me that his father had worked as a mechanical tester for Hewlett 

Packard in California. The family moved to Austin so that his father could get a 

bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering. However, when his dad passed away, he 

left Derek’s mom with debts in joint accounts and so Derek assumed the debt and has 

been repairing his credit score ever since. Although many of the men who I interviewed 

lived within a couple hours to their parents, most said they wished she could be closer to 

them as adults. For example, Anthony said: 

I feel like I wish I could be closer with them, kind of, you know? I mean, I'm pretty 

close with them from the perspective that I talk to them on the phone and stuff like 

that. But I don't know. I wish they would be more open to going out and being 

more adventurous and stuff like that. That's a totally unrealistic expectation for 

me to put on anybody. But if I could optimize parents, I wish they'd be like ... I'd 

say, like, "Hey, Dad. You want to go to like South America?" And he'd be like, 

"Yes, son. Let's go do it." You know? But that's unrealistic, you know? So. Yeah, I 

mean. I feel like that'd be cool. 
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Similarly, Adam said, “I've always helped out in terms of buying anything that I've seen 

that they've [my parents] needed, I'll just take care of it. For instance, travel, especially 

that sort of thing is usually pretty easy to cover…I usually just offer. I don't think they've 

ever asked actually.” Like many of the Asian American men in the study, Adam said that 

once he had achieved job stability and financial security, he wants now to have 

experiences he was not able to have growing up. Adam continued: 

Most recently it means experiences. It used to mean material possessions, but 

things have changed. So now I would say experiences, whether that be quality 

time with people or travel or reaching certain business achievements is probably 

the most valuable thing. The money is more of something that facilitates 

these…Ultimately when I look at what they [my parents] value, I would say it’s 

similar. Although I think they’re too frugal right now honestly, and they should 

invest more into experiences. But that’s something [I’m working on]…Paying for 

flights… 

Adam said that his dad still does not like to take vacations, so planning trips is difficult. 

Several men said they wanted to travel alone or with their parents, and many wanted to 

invest in sports they were not allowed to do or knew about when they were younger. We 

will delve more into these time and resource investments in the following chapters, as 

these freedoms made it harder for these men to give up freedoms for long-term 

relationships.  

Conclusion 

The majority of respondents for this study felt alienated from their parents due to 

lack of communication, which stemmed from immigrant parents working long hours and 

sometimes long distance from their children. Parents’ silence indicated commonly held 

expectations for their children’s school and career choices. However, without their 
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parents’ clear and guiding voices, first generation Asian American men had little chance 

of knowing their parents’ expectations fully. In addition, without guidance from their 

parents or a supportive ethnic culture, young men’s experiences became filled with 

American media, culture, schools, and neighborhoods, where Asian Americans were 

mostly stereotyped if they were represented at all.  

Due to language barriers, exhaustion, and shame, parents did not talk about 

previous lives or immigration experiences, aside from what they let their children see. 

Asian American men normalized their experiences and started to seek meaning in their 

racial identities later as adults after they had the time and energy in established careers, 

and when they started to date. In later chapters, we will see how these cultural silences 

filled with American cultural expectations affected Asian American men’s dating 

relationships and friendships as adults.  

In this chapter, I show that Asian American men’s masculinity was shaped by 

working and lower middle-class origins and also deeply shaped by the immigrant 

expectations and constraints that their parents faced. Parents faced downward mobility 

that they wanted their adult sons to avoid and overcome in job and financial security and 

status. Asian American men knew that their parents cared about their education and their 

future as a medical doctor, which profession would ostensibly afford them with a job and 

financial security and status. Much of the rest of their lives remained highly structured, 

restrictive, and unexplained to these men when they were young. While their parents 

were limited in terms of time and resources, they used relatives here or in their sending 

country to raise their sons.  

In the next chapter, I show how Asian American men responded to the one clear 

message that they received from their parents. They had inherited a legacy of immigrant 

debt from their parents, in return for the opportunity to pursue the American dream. The 
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Asian American men had to individually work hard enough to earn in class status what 

they could not have in collective racial status.  
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Chapter 3 Racial Optimization in Professional Occupations 

The findings in this chapter respond to the primary research question, how does 

race shape the work experiences and careers of high earning and highly educated racial 

and ethnic minority men? I identify four strategies from their “cultural toolkit” (Swidler 

1986) that Asian American men used to approach careers in professional occupations. I 

call these four strategies: meritocratic achievement, technical workhorse, traditional 

destination, and down-scaling. I also identify four unintended consequences of these 

strategies for the working lives of Asian American men in professional occupations. 

These four consequences include: working long hours, increasing health problems, weak 

social capital at work, and barriers to management positions.    

The Asian American men in my study demonstrated the individual and historical 

process of the concept that I call racial optimization. In the process of racial optimization, 

racial minorities selectively reinforce cultural strategies that help them to gain economic 

advantages in a receiving country’s culture and selectively avoid the cultural strategies 

that disadvantage them economically in a receiving country’s culture. In my study, Asian 

American men rely on cultural strategies that have shaped the history of their families’ 

immigration and ethnic communities’ incorporation into American culture.  

In this case of racial optimization, Asian American men have comparatively easy 

access to the racial script (Molina 2014) of the good or deserving immigrant (Hsu 2015), 

claiming proximity to the culture of whiteness because of high levels of income or 

education. The cultural strategies that Asian American men use to respond to a system of 

race that marginalizes them becomes selectively marked as “Asian” culture, even though 

closer study of “Asian” culture reveals that this is a strategic response developed from 

previous generations’ economic and political exclusion.  
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There is abundant social research and public discourse about how the “model-

minority” stereotype affects Asian Americans (Cheryan and Bodenhausen 2000; Chou 

and Feagin 2008; Lee 2009; Sue et al. 1995; Wong and Halgin 2006). Asian Americans 

are stereotyped as hardworking, obedient, quiet, and good at math. Several historians 

have written how this racial stereotype emerged in the U.S., shifting the comparison of 

Asians in the U.S. from “not-Black” during the early waves of working-class immigrants 

into low-wage, manual labor to “not-White” in the class-selective immigration policies 

post-1965 Immigrant Act (Wu 2015). Even pre-1965, high-status cultural elites and 

highly educated Asian immigrants could more easily enter the U.S., resulting in systemic 

selective immigration by social class for generations (Hsu 2015).  

The Chinese Exclusion Act was the first immigration policy to exclude an entire 

ethnic group from immigrating to the U.S. During this historical moment of Asian 

exclusion preceding quotas allowing selective immigration in 1965, it was particularly 

useful for politically and economically powerful Chinese and Japanese immigrants to 

argue that the cultural difference between Confucian collective harmony and U.S. 

individualism actually made them the best people and the best nations to collaborate with 

from Asia. They would be assets instead of liabilities in the post-war U.S. drive for 

economic and political dominance.  

Most immigrants do not stay in a receiving country when they are not healthy 

enough to work and do not have resources to take care of themselves. The immigrants 

who do stay to raise families in a receiving country are thus distinct from the immigrants 

who return to sending countries in many ways. The Asian model minority stereotype was 

a result of political collaboration between elite Asian and elite white Americans who 

would profit from the continued exchange of innovation and expertise, especially with 

the global growth of technological and scientific innovation.  
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Asian immigrants who were highly educated but did not have American degrees 

or facility with American language or cultural institutions experienced downward 

mobility into low-wage work and small, family-owned businesses (L. Park 2005). These 

first-generation immigrants had sufficient class resources to make the initial move to the 

U.S. and then had to rely on their entrepreneurial skills in a new country where they faced 

limited social mobility. Takaki (1998) describes how after the transcontinental railroad 

was completed, Chinese railroad workers were concentrated in low-wage industries and 

within those industries were paid less than white peers. Most Asian immigrants did not 

intend to stay when they first left their home-countries, and many experienced temporal 

migrations based on health, international politics, and shifting demands for low-wage 

labor. Cultural strategies that failed immigrants in the face of economic oppression and 

racial discrimination would have forced these immigrants to return to sending countries. 

Immigrants who were able to “outwork their doubt” from the high risks invested in 

moving across oceans invariably played a pivotal role in shaping the narratives of 

belonging for Asian Americans in their ethnic American communities.  

These immigrant flows currently continue with H1-B visas bringing in high-skill 

immigrants to work in temporary, contract-based jobs in technology. Many of these 

immigrant flows were first established in traditional gateway cities, like Los Angeles, 

Miami, and New York. Over time these cities have established a political presence and 

community organization through cultural centers, historical sites, immigrant resources, 

and ethnic enclaves. In recent decades, immigration scholarship has identified the 

increasing migration of immigrants to “new destinations,” in the Midwest and 

southeastern United States, instead of coastal cities. Immigration into areas that have 

historically been culturally homogenous invites variation into the ways that immigrant 
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ethnic communities are incorporated into the social, political, and economic fabric 

(Marrow 2011; Ribas 2015).  

For the children of Asian immigrants, being a race and ethnicity in the U.S. 

requires learning how to be that race and ethnicity (Kibria 2002). The Asian American 

men in my study were well aware of Asian cultural stereotypes in the U.S. When the men 

had opportunities to return to Asian countries, they were equally aware that they were not 

Asian by actual Asian cultural standards. Instead, they realized that their parents had 

grown up with specific and varying class cultures from their sending countries.  

Research showing that Asian Americans concentrate in high skill fields reveals 

the results of specific cultural responses to racial, economic and political oppression 

transmitted between multiple generations and transcending individual biographies and 

parenting strategies. At a time when the U.S. needed high-skill workers to strengthen its 

economy against other nations building their knowledge economies, positioning Asians 

as culturally preferable to other racial minorities, allowed companies to exploit high-skill 

workers for lower wages and lower quality jobs (Rudrappa 2009). 

For Asian American men, pursuit of masculine privilege focused on areas in 

which they were considered to be advantaged by their race -- they were perceived to be 

hard workers, obedient to authority, and skilled in math-related fields. While these 

stereotypes were helpful for Asian Americans who could fit normative templates of 

heterosexual, middle-class, families, most immigrant families still dealt with the trauma 

of immigration and ongoing racism. Stories about gender inequality and social isolation 

were hidden by immigrant communities (Park 2005) as much as possible to avoid 

conflicting with the useful narrative of Asian American success.  

Cultural Strategies: Meritocratic Achievement Strategy 
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The most prominent theme from my interviews was the cultural strategy of 

meritocratic achievement, contrasted with opportunities that came from social capital at 

work. In my study, the meritocratic achievement strategy was compatible with patterns of 

conformity, cooperation, and humility. The Asian American men in my study responded 

to setbacks in their jobs and careers as a challenge to produce the most high-quality 

results that were unarguably good, especially compared to their co-workers. These men 

explained that even when they felt like they did not “fit in” with the culture or their 

colleagues at their workplaces, they believed that their productivity would “speak for 

itself” and would win them the jobs they desired. Preston was a 31-year-old, second-

generation, heterosexual, Chinese American. He had worked for a large corporate law 

firm before leaving for a small government job. As he said, “…looking back, I didn't 

know how to advocate for myself. I always thought my work would speak for itself...” 

Kurt was a 33-year-old, 2nd generation, heterosexual, Chinese American. He had a 

research post-doctoral position. When meeting with Kurt, he wore a jacket from an Asian 

American woman designer with the slogan “out work your doubt.” Kurt would bring up 

this motto in his social media account and in his conversations with me about his 

approach to his career. When describing his response to a significant setback during 

graduate school Kurt said: 

I'm probably stubborn and very driven… this was obviously a huge setback and it 

was a big issue but I was just gonna work so hard that I could overcome it…I still 

had to meet with a couple individuals who were not only professors but also 

served administrator roles …that just like did not treat me well. They were sort of 

like not supportive, dismissive, they felt like they were expecting me to fail out and 

that I wouldn't make it through…that was also just really galling to experience…I 

have a chip on my shoulder as a consequence too where I feel like now every time 
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I get a publication out or every time I get an award I'm like well, eff you for not 

supporting me…it's usually just a combination of grit and determination and 

putting in the time until I overcome it...”  

Similarly, Rodney was a 41-year-old, second-generation, gay, Chinese American. He had 

a PhD and was a health practitioner who owned his own clinic. He said: 

I am a classical over-achiever…and if I am not doing my best or if I do make an 

error or a mistake then you know clearly that’s frustrating for me…I think there is 

a lot of pride to my work and I draw a lot of self-confidence and self-esteem from 

it. I feel that you're only as good as your reputation and your reputation stands on 

the quality of your work…. I feel that my work quality should speak for itself, and 

if it's good enough or it's better than average, then that, in itself, will cause a 

positive impression in my colleagues…  

Chris was a 32-year-old, second-generation, gay, Taiwanese American. He worked in a 

department whose purpose was to direct institutional funding to engage the local 

community and support a diverse institutional culture. Chris described how the director 

of his department, a Black man, “didn’t like to lose” and created a “cutthroat and 

competitive” work culture. Chris said, “you gotta produce…or you're out of here, unless 

you have some sort of relationship with someone that gives you a little bit more 

immunity to stay in this division.” Based on his interview, Chris invested in achievement-

based merit because he did not think that he had the relationships within his workplace 

that gave him immunity from mistakes or deviance from the workplace culture. Chris 

said:  

There have been times when I have gotten into it with my managers… and that's 

been okay, because at the end of the day, I've been able to make and produce 

results that I think they understand that it would take a certain caliber of person 
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to be able to do…When I first started here…we were serving about 200 [clients] a 

year. Since then, I scaled it up to 500 [clients] a year, up to 600 [clients] for next 

year…We've more than doubled since I started the… position about three years 

ago. When I first started, we were hovering about a 2.9 [out of four rating]... 

Since then, we've raised it to an average 3.26... Our retention rate went from 

about 97% to 99.7%, so all of this while we've been scaling up; and we've been 

continuously getting resources within [my] division. I think just in terms of 

measurable objective results that people can't really complain about, I have been 

able to produce those. 

I was impressed by the way Chris and Rodney could rattle off their career achievements 

in fieldwork and interviews. Several of the Asian American men who were striving for 

higher positions in management or elected political careers had memorized detailed 

numbers about their work performance. However, hearing the memorized results easily 

listed, suggested that they were used to relying on these details to convince of their merit 

as professionals. These performances stood out in comparison to interviews and 

fieldwork with my non-Hispanic, white respondents. While the Asian American men I 

interviewed were practiced in justifying their merit for either higher positions or the 

security they should have for their current positions, the white respondents didn’t respond 

to questions about job insecurity and career goals with impressive lists of their 

productivity.  

Cultural Strategies: Technical Workhorse Strategy 

Other researchers have recognized the tracking of Asian American men into 

technical fields and have suggested that these men may face racial discrimination when 

seeking management positions (Asian Americans for Community Involvement 1993; 

DiTomaso and Smith 1996; Tang 2000). My analysis reveals how these disparities in 
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management emerge and the timing of when these men start to perceive racial 

discrimination in the social context and timeline of their developing professional careers.  

As discussed earlier, Asian American men were primed by immigrant selectivity, 

ethnic communities, and racial stereotyping to seek higher-education and to focus 

educational investment in high-skill STEM fields. Early on in their careers, the Asian 

American men I interviewed had to negotiate these cultural expectations and aimed to 

maximize their career success by taking on roles as technical workhorses. They believed 

that getting ahead in their careers would be solely based on their ability to be the best at 

the “hard skills” or central function of their job. They believed that the person with the 

most technical experience or most effective ability to produce a product would guarantee 

any kind of upward career mobility that they wanted. Derek was a 33-year-old, second-

generation, heterosexual Korean American. He had taught himself to develop software 

and had started a consulting company for software development with a partner. 

So, it's just at this point in my career, I've been programming eight, nine years. 

Typically at this point when you take a look at the general software engineering 

population, they either burn out, change careers, stay where they are in a lax 

position or move up to management…my goal is to move up to 

management…That's the main thing that I would change is I would immediately 

like to move to management role. We're preparing for that right now…I'd like to 

focus on the mid aspects of the business, rather than doing the so-called grunt 

work of actually programming, I'd like to step out of programming and managing 

all other aspects of the business. So, we would basically like to hire the software 

engineers for that. 

Although many of the men that I interviewed in Austin were in the technology industry, 

the technical workhorse strategy applied to the men from other professional occupations 
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as well, generally referring to entry roles where the focus of their job was to perform the 

primary skill required by their occupation. However, later in their careers, these men 

wanted to move into creative jobs that would allow them to create or manage a vision for 

a project, while directing other workers to do technical work. 

Even for the Asian American men that said they did not want to go into 

management, they were aware that management could be an easier way to rise in the 

career ladder rather than following a technical track. Men who chose the technical track 

instead of management hoped that the consistent high quality of their work performance 

would “speak for them,” in regard to winning them career opportunities. Drake was a 36-

year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Chinese American. He was a software 

engineer for an international semi-conductor and software company. Drake said: 

I mean there's always like power, right, like commanding teams or having respect 

of your team members…I guess as an engineer, I feel like I can just let my work 

speak for itself. If I'm able to accomplish difficult tasks in a very timely manner, 

then people will see that acknowledge it…Except for maybe in management ... I 

mean they acknowledged that I was doing well and performing, but they weren't 

showing it with monetary compensation… 

When I asked Drake if he would like to go into management instead of technical work, he 

said that he hates managing teams because he can’t control the way people work, whereas 

he feels that he has full control over his own work. Drake said: 

There's the technical track, and then there's the managerial track…I would say 

typically the managerial track is easier to rise to the top, versus the technical 

track. 'Cause I feel like as engineers, they're more wired to solving problems, so 

most engineers prefer the technical track…at least in my experience with work, is 

that the grade levels that you go up, it becomes like a pyramid. So at the top, 
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there's only one or two people, and as you go down grade levels there's more of 

them. So if you're trying to rise to the top, and there's more people trying to get to 

the top, the chances of you getting there is smaller. 

Drake thought that in software engineering, most engineers preferred the technical over 

the management track, which made competition to rise in the technical track harder. 

Rising in the technical track could also be more demanding in terms of work-life balance 

because software engineers needed to constantly study outside of their job roles to keep 

abreast of developments in the technology industry and needed to be available for 

technical fixes or maintenance that managers of people did not.    

Cultural Strategies: Traditional Destination Strategy 

About half of the Asian American men I interviewed had high aspirations for their 

careers. Three men, wanting to be a large city health administrator, a state or university 

director of diversity in higher education, and a film writer/director/producer of a 

nationally acclaimed documentary respectively, all left Austin within two years after I 

had interviewed them. They had lived in Austin for at least ten years and said the reason 

they left was because they knew that they didn’t have the political and institutional 

structure necessary to reach higher levels in their professional areas within Austin. These 

men moved to cities considered traditional destinations for immigrants, often recognized 

as large, urban, gateway centers into the U.S. These cities had longer and more visible 

histories of Asian immigration, Asian American centers and resources, and political 

pathways for Asian and Asian Americans in professional occupations and elected 

leadership.  

Mentioned earlier, Chris was a 32-year-old, second-generation, gay, Taiwanese 

American who directed a division that engaged the local community surrounding a large 

institution and supported a diverse institutional culture. Chris said that he had advocated 
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to include more Asian Americans on the advisory board that would help to fund the 

department initiatives. However, his suggestion was turned down because the department 

was supposed to maintain a primarily black advisory council and black senior leadership. 

Chris said: 

the highest an Asian has ever gotten was to the Assistant Vice President level. 

Just between us, I will likely be making a move soon. I will likely be accepting a 

position in [New Jersey] where I will be overseeing all post-secondary and higher 

education at the state level. I know I could probably stay here and move up, but 

what I have found is that having the title and being put on display doesn't 

necessarily give you power or authority…they always say, "Oh, well we have 

these Asians here within the Division," but none of us really have a whole lot of 

power and authority and influence. I think people, depending on where you sit, 

you could think that we do, but in reality, this is still a division run by black men 

for black men and I just no longer want to play that game. 

A negative case for the traditional destination strategy was Rodney, the 41-year-old, 

second-generation, gay, Chinese American. He had a PhD and was a health practitioner 

who owned his own clinic. He talked about how he had gone to school and practiced in 

the midwestern and the southwestern United States for most of his life. He realized early 

on in his schooling that his physical appearance as a young Asian man often surprised 

people in the clinic: 

… back then, it was very atypical for an Asian to be in psychology…It's very 

atypical for men to be in psychology… I tend to have more of a youthful look and 

that is also atypical. The stereotype of a psychologist is an old man…or woman, 

aging and wise… when I was in my late 20s? I was super looking young, and I am 

your doctor…the reactions were like, "Wooah," but then proof is in the pudding. 
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After you work with somebody and they feel like they are really healing …they are 

honest with you and say, "Ooh, the first time you walked in I didn't believe that 

you were going to be my doctor. Like you looked like you go barely beyond high 

school…but now I have this great respect for you because you've helped me so 

much." I think that I've taken that to heart and I realize that that could be the first 

impression that I make…Then I can use it to my advantage…When people have 

low expectations, it's easy to meet them and then if you are an over-achiever like I 

am, it's very easy to exceed them beyond belief… I broke down a stereotype of 

what people expect as the quintessential doctor in a psychological sense …I've 

been in the mid-west for a long time but a lot in the deep mid-west…where I got 

my masters. Many people down there have never seen an Asian, period…That's 

where I think I realized either I take this and run as a positive or I get stuck with 

it as a negative. I was never the person to be negative, so I turned it around to get 

positive. 

Unlike the other three Asian men who had political aspirations and left Austin in pursuit 

of them, Rodney saw the barriers to his political career as a challenge that he wanted to 

overcome. Even though he was a therapist for his daily work, he had also been appointed 

to several government advisory boards. He knew that being an Asian man in Austin 

might make it harder for him to be elected but he wanted to be over achiever that would 

upend the assumptions that people had about him.  

Precisely because Austin wasn’t a traditional destination, Austin was instead a 

strategic middle-ground for aspiring tech workers. Derek and another 27-year-old, 

second-generation, heterosexual, Vietnamese American, named Hoang talked about how 

they might have preferred to work in Silicon Valley or other cities in California, but that 

the competition was so intense there that Austin was a strategic place for gaining 
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experience. Derek was the 33-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual Korean 

American. He had taught himself to develop software and had started a consulting 

company for software development with a partner. He said: 

…they have a term in Silicon Valley which they call the 10X engineer. So, that's 

generally referred to as an engineer that's so good at their job that they're worth 

10 times…the amount of work that one engineer does. And so, I don't feel there's 

as many of those in Austin. And so, in that sense, hiring here in Austin is a lot less 

critical as it is in Silicon Valley. I've done some interviews at Facebook and 

Google because I was thinking about moving out to California. And the interview 

process for Silicon Valley companies is much more intense, much more drawn 

out, much more difficult. Whereas if you're looking to jumpstart your career, it 

might actually be advantageous for you to start in Austin then move back to 

California. 

Particularly for the men who were engineers in the technology industry, Austin, or the 

“Silicon Hills,” was a variation of the down-scaling strategy that I discuss in the next 

section. Austin’s technology startup scene did not have the level of competition that 

Silicon Valley had.  In addition, the low state taxes were quickly attracting big software 

companies to add offices to the city. The rapid growth of the technology industry, 

surrounded by the wealth of oil companies, and relatively low cost-of-living provided 

more opportunities to structure and shape talent, expertise, and networks that already 

existed in Silicon Valley but were not yet established in Austin.  

Cultural Strategies: Down-Scaling Strategy 

When the Asian American men in the study realized that they could not get the 

kinds of positions they wanted in traditional corporate jobs, they either reconciled 

themselves to the technical track or they became entrepreneurs. They also downsized to 
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start-up companies or became consultants or contractors, giving up financial security and 

stable work-life balance, so that they could have authority and autonomy over their work. 

Jordan was a 37-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Taiwanese American. He had 

worked for three years for a corporation in Asia. They brought him back to San Francisco 

and then reorganized the company so that he was laid off. After he was laid-off, he 

moved to Austin and he started his own company. Jordan said, “I would prefer not to 

work for a large corporation. The money is probably better at the beginning, but the 

freedom is less. You don't have as much authority to create stuff…At the levels at work 

where I would get at a corporation, I would rather do my own thing.”  

Similarly, Hoang had worked for a corporation before he joined a start-up. Hoang 

said: 

I used to work at a more traditional company, like a big company and I guess I 

just felt the monotony of it. A traditional office environment gets kind of repetitive 

and not as challenging. I was seeing a lot of my peers and old college friends 

working for startup companies and really exciting environments and I wanted to 

explore that… You hear some stories about the long hours, just the struggles of 

working with a startup. Some of that has been pretty true…I saved up some money 

from my last job and I've been living off of that for this time, the time being. The 

money in a startup, early on it's not great…Hopefully it will pay off in the long 

run. It's a risk reward type of situation. 

Hoang had previously gone to school in California and moved to work for a large 

corporation in Dallas. He realized that if he down-scaled to a less competitive technology 

region and if he started his own software company, then he would be able to be creative 

and have autonomy and authority over his work that he did not think he would be able to 

have in a traditional corporation.  
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Jimmy was a 30-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Vietnamese 

American. He had worked as a contractor for a large corporation and was hired on as a 

full-time employee. When he had the opportunity to move to a new city and work 

remotely for a start-up company, he chose a more risky, demanding business so that he 

could have more autonomy and authority over his work. Jimmy said:  

the whole team is remote, and everyone is really scattered around the globe…I 

chose this job as opposed to just staying at a cushioned, cushy corporate job, was 

I wanted to get the hell out of [Columbus]… I was really getting depressed...I felt 

like I was just in a very complacent environment, and I wanted to have a little 

more skin in the game …Choosing this smaller company at kind of like a startup 

phase, well, one, not only was the pay better…and I get to move to a new 

city…That and the fact that I just didn't really connect with anyone at work…I felt 

like I was in an environment where it didn't inspire me or motivate me or push me 

to do anything really... With this job, with any startup a lot more is expected of 

you…One month at [AG] if it's a poor month it can just be wash out... But one 

month my job can translate to not having another business in the next six 

months… I have more accountability, as in I have more product ownership of 

things that I write... Because if you do bad job then you risk your reputation and 

you risk your job in a way. You risk relationships…  

About half of the Asian American men in the study either wanted to be entrepreneurs or 

were entrepreneurs. All the Asian American men who had become entrepreneurs, except 

one who started his own company while in college, said that they became entrepreneurs 

because they did not like being technical workhorses. They wanted to have autonomy and 

authority over their work, even though it meant working extremely long hours, with high 
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financial risk, and often affected their health and ability to spend time with family or 

friends.  

The technical track and down-scaling strategies, which required more hours or 

posed more financial risk, were more acceptable to Asian American men early in their 

careers than for Asian American men who were entering the middle to late-stages of their 

careers and were looking for less hours, management tracks, and financial security. Adam 

was a 29-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Taiwanese American. He started his 

own advertising business while he was in college and had grown it into a small enterprise 

with a handful of employees. He said that as he has grown his business his appetite for 

risk has increased because of the potential for financial reward, which would let him take 

more off of his plate.  

I think my appetite for debt has increased. Just sitting down and thinking where I 

want the business to be in two, three years. And then realizing the current 

trajectory would not like fund a decent lifestyle, it's not ever gonna ever be 

anything huge. And I think eventually I do wanna build something that is more 

sustainable... I'm losing sleep, yeah. Definitely. 

Several researchers have written about the social identities that people develop in order to 

deal with pervasive economic and relationship insecurity (Cooper 2014; Edin and Kefalas 

2005; Gerson 2009; Neely 2020; Pugh 2015). People manage the insecurity in their lives 

in different ways, sometimes accepting financial insecurity in their work but not in their 

relationships or the opposite. Some people are trained in their professions to embrace 

insecurity as a profit-making necessity, encouraging them to take risks that have far 

reaching economic consequences beyond themselves. Some people feel more capable of 

risk-taking because of privilege and security in their housing, health, or financial, 

cultural, or social capital resources. For the Asian American men that chose to increase 
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risk in their lives by down-scaling from large corporations to smaller companies, startups, 

entrepreneurial ventures, consulting or contract gigs, these decisions were fraught with 

tension that shaped the rest of their lives.  

Many of the men who used the down-scaling strategy talked about how they were 

on bad terms with their parents for many years while they grew their business in order to 

prove to their parents that at the very least, they would be able to support themselves, if 

not also be financially successful, and support other family members. It seemed after the 

enormous financial risk of moving to the U.S., immigrant parents wanted to feel secure in 

their risk-filled decision, by trying their best to ensure that their children experience 

financial security in their lives.  

Many of these second-generation men struggled with their decision to become 

entrepreneurs because they had grown up in families that were financially strained and 

sustained themselves through small business ventures in stores and restaurants (L. Park 

2005). These men were trained to be financially conservative and grew their companies 

to carefully avoid financial risks because if their companies failed, they did not have 

family with financial resources who could support them. Thus, entrepreneurial risk 

taking, which often represented growth opportunities for careers was often delayed until 

these men could feel comfortable taking financial risks. 

Unintended Consequences of Cultural Strategies: Working Long Hours 

While technical tracks seemed more open to Asian American men seeking 

inclusion and advancement, these tracks, along with achievement-based meritocracy, 

entrepreneurial strategies, and down-scaling led to long hours, high stress, and health 

problems for these men. Derek said, “…before I started my own business, I was probably 

averaging 60 already. Now if I had a take a mean number across, since we started it's 
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probably between 70 and 80, the worst weeks being up in the 100s. So, 100, 110 hours.” 

Similarly, Hoang said: 

I like the startup environment. You have a lot of responsibility…you're in more 

control of your work, but it's not as structured or organized as a nine to five job. 

So you're working longer hours a lot of the time. Sometimes working weekends. 

Traveling a lot. I had to go to Houston a lot to work with other 

people…Sometimes it's like I'm working from when I wake up until I go to sleep. 

Other times it's more flexible…I'd guess maybe average around 60 or so…I guess 

sometimes when there are heavy deadlines it does seem like a lot of work. It does 

impact the rest of my non work life. 

Similar to Adam, Derek who had started his own software consulting company described 

extremely long working hours, a sporadic sleep schedule, and a desire to grow the 

company so that he could be less involved on a technical work level and more focused on 

the management and business development of the company. Both men described how 

growing the business took a lot of time away from health, family, and other social 

relationships.  

Kurt, the 33-year-old, research post-doctorate explained how his time investment 

in work amped up after being in graduate school. After a significant setback in graduate 

school he vowed to “outwork his doubt.” When I asked him about his current working 

hours he said: 

Probably 65, maybe 70... you know, when I was working on my grant…like 80 

plus, but you know some weeks it's a little bit less intense and so I can kinda take 

some time off during the weekend… in graduate school...probably like 40 to 50… 

I didn't learn until late within my graduate school how to optimally focus my time, 

how to optimally work…as I learned those things, then I devoted more time to 



 82 

working within those ways…Because I'm interested in a research based 

professorship… it might even like spike for a little bit the first few years because 

you're going out for tenure so you need to really build a strong case that you're 

worth tenuring at a research university. But I think after that then you can dial it 

back and make a more balanced life…because of the way this identity is or this 

lifestyle is, where you have to work 60 to 80 hours to really get ahead and do 

well...Then these other [parts of my identity] do by necessity have to be dialed 

down a notch…I mean it's hard because I acknowledge that time is finite so if I 

wanted more time for these [other] things it would give me less time for 

research... I guess I'm not willing to make that sacrifice at this moment …if I do 

well [the research] will give me the flexibility to go where I want for my jobs and 

hopefully have my pick and choose like the choice that I want. 

Kurt’s quote was interesting because he seemed to say that he used to work less when he 

did not work “optimally,” and once he learned how to “optimize” his work process he 

then doubled the amount of time that he put into work. His quote reveals the importance 

of cultural discourse and ideological values. He struggled in graduate school and spent 

less time working. When he decided to “outwork his doubt” and prove to himself and his 

field that he was “worth tenuring at a research university” he not only optimized his work 

process, but he doubled the amount of time he put into work. Alternatively, he could have 

optimized his work process and still experienced higher productivity without costing time 

in other meaningful areas of his life.  

Similar to Adam and other Asian American men that talked about the life they 

would lead once they reached a level of employment status or income, Kurt went back 

and forth trying to explain why he devoted so much of his finite time toward work instead 

of other activities he enjoyed like dance or social justice. First, he said it was necessary to 
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earn money, then he said all parts of his life are meaningful, but that he felt if he could 

work hard enough for long enough, he would be able to choose the kind of life that would 

allow him to pursue other activities. This equivocation is similar to Hochschild’s (1997) 

description of the men who work at Amerco and who experience time-debt and imagine a 

potential self in order to mentally and emotionally manage the conflict of wanting to 

spend time with their kids without sacrificing their work schedules. Instead, they believe 

they can pay back the time debt later.  

Another variation in the way that Asian American men justified long working 

hours to themselves could be seen in Anthony’s description of his current job. Anthony 

was a 26-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Chinese American. He had 

previously worked in finance consulting and left to become an actuary. Anthony said that 

he was over-confident when he went into finance consulting and ran into problems with 

his supervisors, the work culture, and other co-workers. He said that he was working 60-

hour-weeks, but the long hours were arduous because he didn’t like the people rather than 

the amount of time he was working. When Anthony became an actuary, he was working 

40-hour-weeks, but he was also required to study for increasingly demanding and intense 

exams to maintain and eventually receive his license to be an actuary. Anthony said, 

I feel like I have some friends who I have to kind of neglect nowadays... As an 

actuary I have to take all these really weird math exams… I've been studying like 

every day and on the weekends…when I have like friends who are like, "Hey, you 

want to go do something?" I'm like, "No, I can't…I gotta study, man." Sometimes 

they're just really defensive, and like, "Do you really have to study, or are you just 

trying to avoid us?" And I'm like, "No, no. I mean, I really have to study." 

…'cause it's like a mixture of studying and then I'm juggling my other free time on 

things I need to do for myself... just general adulting things like life and chores 
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and working out and stuff like that, and I have a lot of other people that I have to 

go out and see and hang out...  

Anthony’s job as an actuary for an international health services company gave him access 

to a high-status position in a tightly knit, highly specific, and competitive work culture 

and community. Anthony described an idyllic work culture where most people were 

politically liberal, socially outgoing, and frequently spent time together outside of work 

in exercise and outdoor events. Fieldwork also showed a highly stratified workplace, 

where actuaries had high status, highly paid, and highly competitive jobs. Because of the 

extreme time demands to pass actuary exams, actuaries went through difficult romantic 

and marital transitions, many failed exams and were pushed to other jobs where they 

were ostracized by the actuaries in the office, and workers in administrative and financial 

positions were lower status than the actuaries who were overwhelmingly white men.   

A handful of the Asian American men that I interviewed started off interviews 

saying that they worked 40-hours per week, but by the end of the interview had revealed 

that those hours were closer to 60-hours per week and sometimes 80-hours per week. 

Jacob was a 30-year-old, second generation, queer, South Asian Indian American 

working as a full-time educational administrator while pursuing a PhD in educational 

administration. He said that on paper he worked 40-hours, but the job usually required 

closer to 50. In addition to pursuing his graduate degree he acknowledged that with his 

graduate studies that his hours could vary up to 80-hours-per-week. Jacob said: 

I also don't have any dependents. I don't have a partner. I don't have pets. I barely 

have plants. Honestly, yes there are weeks where I'm working 80-hour weeks and 

I go home at 10 p.m. and so if I had someone to take care of I wouldn't have taken 

care of them that week, but I wonder if that's why I don't pursue those things... I 

mean I'm stressed out. I am a full-time professional and…I am a doctoral student 
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so balancing those things I think would make anybody a little bit stressed, burnt-

out at times, so I think I could use those words...  

Jacob seemed unfamiliar with using words like stress and burn-out to describe the 

consequences of pursuing a full-time job with his PhD. He also acknowledged that he 

was at a stage in his life where he did not have any dependents and he had no interest in 

dating anyone while he was busy with his career and before he had reached an 

educational level that would attract a similarly educated partner. Even though many 

Asian American men went back in forth in their interviews on how much time they spent 

on work and how much it took away from other aspects of their life, e.g. sleep, exercise, 

friends, many Asian American men also acknowledged that they tried to adjust their work 

schedules when their health started to substantially deteriorate.  

Preston described his work and life balance during his time at the corporate law 

firm: 

I would just prioritize work, and I think because I felt like I had something to 

prove or I had to show that I wasn't as bad as this other partner would say. Any 

time I got put on a project, I would prioritize that over my own social life. I mean, 

I would try to make time for family, when I was in a relationship, make time for 

that, but I think a lot of that, too, is just the job. It's very common, even for people 

with stable schedules to work 9:00 to 5:00, go home, have dinner with their kids 

or family, and then log back on for a few hours, and then go to sleep and then do 

that again in the morning... You have to make the job your number one… 

In the previous quote, Preston was saying that it was common in corporate law to work at 

night and in the morning before going to work for eight hours. Earlier quotes showed 

Adam, the founder of his small, online marketing company losing sleep, and Hoang 

feeling like he had no time for anything else in his life except the startup company in 
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Houston that he had co-founded. As may already be apparent from the previous quotes 

about working long hours, the result of working long hours led to increasing health 

problems. 

Unintended Consequences of Cultural Strategies: Increasing Health Problems 

As I mentioned earlier, Preston had gone to a top tier law school and had started a 

job in a corporate law firm. After spending several stressful years there, Preston said he 

knew that they were going to “let him go” because he was getting less work and he, 

himself had already started looking for new jobs because he was tired of the politics in 

his workplace. He found a slower-moving government job. He was painfully aware that 

he was giving up prestige and a high-paying job for a job that had little prestige and 

average pay. However, his new job working for the government gave him lots of time 

and energy to enrich his social life and take care of his health.  

According to friends and family, I think a lot of them were actually concerned I 

had depression…it was two years in a row that I was stuck on pretty large year 

end projects where I was working anywhere from 10 to 12 hour days, and I had a 

lot of stress because I had a lot of conflict with my direct superiors in the same 

office, so I think my energy levels were very low and I wasn't very sociable, even 

to the point of avoiding friends. But yeah, just working long hours and then 

dealing with personal stress with coworkers to the point that I think I may have 

taken half days on Christmas and Thanksgiving …I was in that job for four 

years…I think I always thought that things would get better, and I always believed 

in my own ability to work harder or to be a better lawyer or to convince people 

that I was being mistreated and that I wasn't the problem. I just had this naïve 

belief that people would do the right thing and that does not happen in the 

working world. 
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The Asian American men described being emotionally unprepared in terms of 

establishing relationships with their bosses and co-workers in competitive professional 

environments. They talked about having high expectations for their own performance and 

how this expectation was compounded with feeling like they did not belong in their 

workplaces and were not supported in their work endeavors.  

A few of the Asian American men said that it was important to them to minimize 

conflict at work. To this end, the men kept themselves at a professional distance from 

other coworkers in their social interactions and acted in disparate ways to limit conflict in 

different social contexts. A counselor that worked with Asian American students at a 

community college suggested that these kinds of social responses could be due to cultural 

upbringing that prioritizes collective harmony over individual conflict or dissatisfaction.  

These social responses could also be due to a racialized history of “temporary” 

work status in which parents, extended family, and the racial/ethnic community are 

primed to believe that they are easily replaced, instead of central to the perpetuity of a 

community or organization’s processes. This fear of social conflict could also explain the 

emphasis on letting the “work speak for itself.” Earlier, I mentioned that some Asian 

American men had memorized statistics about their performance. These men aimed for 

higher levels of administration and elected political positions. They believed that for the 

kinds of positions they wanted, they would have to demonstrate an overwhelming amount 

of productivity, almost overcompensating in evidence to make up for a lack of leadership 

that would be assumed with whiteness. 

Similar to Preston, Anthony described problems with a supervisor and co-workers 

in the entry-level finance job that he had out of college: 

I think it's 'cause when I came in, I was like a competitive dick…But the thing is… 

As someone who's more senior, they should strive to treat everyone the 
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same…Just from a professional perspective. And I think she made it like very 

apparent that she didn't like me…it was tough, because she was staffed with me 

on a few of my projects, and she had a lot of leeway and a lot of influence about 

what my actual rating comp [performance evaluation] was going to be…I think 

we were both competitive dicks…But since she had that power and position, she 

could make my life like a little bit harder…I definitely tried to change…I worked 

there for two years, so after the first year I was like, “I can't do this shit anymore. 

I have to chill out, 'cause we're just going to drive each other crazy.” And to be 

honest, this was a person who was having a tough family life… 

Anthony told me that he thought when he got the job in finance consulting that he had 

gotten a “sweet gig,” because many high-performing college students talked about how 

they wanted to go into financial consulting. However, when he got into that competitive 

culture, he didn’t have the emotional skills to handle other competitive personalities who 

had power over him. Anthony said: 

… I feel like there was people…that were a little bit ahead of me, and I don't know 

if it was just the cut-throat nature of it... They would play favorites. They would 

treat certain people…which are the lowest rung on the totem pole, they'd treat 

certain analysts really well and they'd treat other analysts, like me for example, 

not as well. And that was kind of upsetting… it was something I took notice of…it 

was definitely a challenge. And I wasn't used to the job at the time. She was my 

first supervisor…So I was freaking out 'cause I was like, "Oh, geeze, like, God, 

this is going to reflect really badly on me…" I kind of blamed myself…In 

hindsight, I don't think it was my fault…When I was under that manager, actually, 

I was so stressed out I went to therapy…that was really nice 'cause they're like, 

“Oh, yeah. You just need to meditate,” and they're talking me through being 
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empathetic… “Think about what she [boss] could be going through.” I'm like, 

“yeah, that's fair.” 

Because of this rough relationship with his first boss, Anthony went to therapy and 

learned ways to manage his competitive nature and empathize with his boss as a person 

beyond her work roles. Anthony said that working 60-hour weeks with people he didn’t 

like was the main reason he left. He felt that the work environment was “cut-throat,” but 

that he identifies as a competitive person. “…a lot of the people who I was working with 

were really competitive…And we wouldn't really hang out outside of the office. There 

wasn't really a sense of community. People were there to hustle really hard and do their 

job and stuff like that. That's not really a negative thing, but it wasn't a really positive 

thing, either…” Anthony said that in his current job as an actuary he felt like his 

competitive identity fit with the other actuaries there.  

I feel like I am naturally kind of a competitive person, and even though ... I don't 

think I'm cut-throat competitive, and I won't go out and try to undermine other 

people to further myself or just so relatively I can be better than them…But, 

personally, I do compare myself up ... How am I doing versus somebody else on 

my team? Or how am I doing versus somebody else in the office…I do that pretty 

frequently. I can't speak to everybody else. But I feel that's a common trait 

amongst people who are…high achieving actuaries… 

For Anthony, even though he worked long hours between his actual job as an actuary and 

the exams he had to pass in order to be licensed as an actuary, he didn’t feel like his 

health was suffering. In his job as an actuary, he received a symbolic “gold star,” within 

the company’s private messaging system. He said: 

It's kind of corny…you did super well today. Here's a star... I felt great when I got 

it. I still have my [gold star]. I printed it out and I have it pinned up on my cubicle 
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wall. I think there're pictures and stuff pinned up on top of it now, but it's up there 

somewhere. And I look at it and I'm like, “oh, good old [star],” and I feel good 

about myself. It's probably kind of vain, but whatever. 

The only time that Anthony felt he was excluded in his current job was when he first 

started and wasn’t included in a social outing. He said that once he was linked into the 

group’s network, he felt like he fit in with the work culture and the people he worked 

with. Even though Anthony was working fewer hours at this job than his previous job, 

and maybe in an even more exclusive and highly competitive profession than his 

previous job, he mostly liked his current job because he liked the people that he worked 

with.   

Jacob, the Indian American who was pursuing his PhD while working a full-time 

job in educational administration was also experiencing health problems because of the 

long hours that he was putting into his career.  

I've needed to take mental health days… just about a month ago, I lost one of my 

staff members…I was doing my job, doing a little bit of their job, and I was 

dissertating… I get to work at 8 a.m. Working all day up until about 5:30, 6 p.m. 

and then I started writing…until about 12 midnight, 1 a.m…and I didn't eat 

during that time. It was just a long writing binge and then I started feeling like it 

wasn't just a headache it was actually a migraine that was coming on and I was 

like, okay I need to stop. It was because the pain I was feeling in my head that 

made me stop or else I maybe would have kept going. I don't know how I even 

drove myself home because when you're having a migraine it's so debilitating that 

you can't even concentrate. But I managed to get myself home and I just took 

medication, went to bed, and the next morning I did not feel good at all. 
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In the previous quote, Jacob said that he would have kept writing if the pain in his head 

hadn’t forced him to stop. Moreover, he went on to explain that even though he called in 

sick that day it was only because his boss had taken him aside to talk to him about taking 

breaks from work.  

…I told [my boss], my rebuttal is like, "I don't get the point of just taking a 

Wednesday off or like a Friday off. If I want to take days off, I'm going to take like 

two weeks off and go on a vacation." … I wonder if it's cultural. He's a white 

male…He takes a day off here and there…I have still not grown to do that, to 

incorporate that as a habit. I think one thing that is healthy that I do now is large 

vacations…probably twice a year take a week, 10-day vacation where I leave the 

country…but days here and there I don't but yeah, he had to talk to me about that 

when I didn't take a single day off. 

Jacob referenced growing up in a family that did not take days off from work, even when 

sick. Even though his father had a low status job compared to his education, his father 

took great pride in his job security. Like many of the Asian American men in the study, 

Rodney was a translator for his parents, navigating cross-cultural situations for them. 

Like Jacob, Rodney explains how his upbringing shaped the way he approached work 

and his health. Rodney said: 

I've always been really good with compartmentalizing things. It's been actually a 

good thing for my work. I don't take baggage home; a lot of people suffer from 

vicarious trauma or that kind of helpless trauma. I don't, and I think it's because 

work is work and I can keep it there…When I am at work and I do it well, but 

when I leave, I leave it there. Somehow, I am able to keep [it] there and not bring 

it home. Same way, personal life…I know it's a little strange. Almost to me it's 

scary because it makes me feel like a robot, but I am furthest from a robot. I know 
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my mind just is able to work that way. I think it might stem from my cross-cultural 

up-bringing, because I had to work in so many systems, and switch back and forth 

seamlessly and still be positively viewed in every world…It's almost like a mental 

gymnastics that I've been doing since the day I was cognizant and self-aware. 

Rodney refers to “vicarious trauma,” which leads to burnout for healthcare workers. 

Rodney felt that he was able to separate his work from his home life because he had a 

cross-cultural upbringing where he was trying to be the “model minority” in distinct and 

multiple contexts. In contrast, Chris described a similar experience with different feelings 

toward it.  

I think one of the things is like I constantly feel like I'm acting in different roles, 

acting in different environments, acting in different contexts, and it can be really 

exhausting, but I think as I've grown up and evolved as both a person and a 

professional, I've come to understand that people need different things, people 

need different parts of my identity, people are comfortable with different parts of 

my identity. Not necessarily that I always have to be like the giver and I always 

have to like appease the people that I'm with, but a lot of times I feel like I'm 

putting on a show for people depending on what context I'm in. When I'm at work 

I feel like I have to assert myself more, otherwise I'll be taken advantage as a gay, 

Asian man. When I'm at home [with parents] I have to pretend like I'm not gay. 

It's just kind of like a lot of different things. Like when I'm at home with my 

husband I have to make sure that he feels a certain way given the way that the 

politics are for undocumented people at this time. I think that it's just been a huge 

acting process, where oftentimes like it's even confusing for me within my own 

identity like trying to figure and navigate that out. 
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Several Asian American men said that their ability to “get along with everyone,” was an 

important skill for them at work. Pawan Dhingra (2007) writes about how second 

generation Indian and Korean Americans in Dallas, Texas manage multicultural lives. 

Similar to Dhingra’s (2007) respondents, Rodney feels that his ability to manage his 

multicultural life is an advantageous skill, especially because he believes that he is able to 

manage his life in a way that leaves a positive impression on other people. Men seeking 

to be masculine take more risks than women, even though it costs them their health. 

Chris’ quote suggests that managing multicultural lives (Dhingra 2007), may also take a 

toll on Asian Americans (Lu and Wong 2013).  

Unintended Consequences of Cultural Strategies: Weak Social Capital at Work, 

Relationships with Co-workers, Supervisors, and Mentors 

The most prevalent consequence of the cultural strategies that Asian American 

men described was a lack of high-quality relationships with co-workers, supervisors, and 

mentors. The Asian American men in my study had fewer and lower quality relationships 

in their fields than the non-Hispanic white men that I interviewed. The white men that I 

interviewed talked about their mentors and supervisors as friends that they spend time 

with, in casual settings outside of work, for example having drinks, playing sports, and 

talking about topics unrelated to work. A few of the Asian American men that aimed for 

higher leadership positions or realized the importance of social networks to sustain their 

career goals invested in ethnic-based organizations where they were available or made 

the extra effort to find mentors that could support them. Kyle was a 46-year-old, 4th 

generation, gay, Japanese American who had been working for fifteen years at the same 

small consulting company in research analysis. Kyle said: 

I don't have like a super strong personality that I'm gonna bring into an 

organization, so I think a lot of my initial time at [company] was really just sort 
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of trying to fit in. I haven't really experienced anything outright like racist... I 

don't really believe that it's really hindered me all that much…My boss couldn't 

even pronounce my name for like ten years. I never corrected her either. I just let 

her keep saying it…I did overhear a conversation one time. I used this office next 

to a conference room with very thin walls, and so, one of the senior consultants 

said, "I'm never gonna work for another Asian client again because they're ..." x, 

y, z very kind of stereotypical things that you might say. And then he was hushed, 

but of course I heard all of it. Whatever. Like we're friends and everything, but I 

was kind of like, "Eh god." 

Dhingra (2007) writes about how second-generation South Asian Indian and Korean 

Americans described racist interactions but diminished their experiences to anomalies 

instead of systemic problems for Asian Americans. Since Asian Americans are racially 

triangulated between Black and White Americans (Hoang 2015; Kim 1999; Xu and Lee 

2013), it is hard for them to recognize when they experience racial discrimination. In the 

“oppression Olympics,” (Martinez 1993) Asian Americans are the “model minority,” 

whose culture post-1965 (Wu 2015) is more often compared to white culture than Black 

or Hispanic culture.  

 For the Asian American men in my study, working relationships were just that—

relationships only based on the needs of work. Rodney explained: 

I think that personality-wise, if there is a stereotypical profile of a psychologist, I 

seem not to fit it…most people will ask me if, number one, I am a software 

architect, like a creative, like Google, Apple person, a software engineer or a 

CMO in marketing… I'll be honest with you, I don't get along with a lot of 

psychologists on a social level. Nothing against them it's just, I don't seem to 

compliment well socially. Professionally I am fine…I have a lot of professional 
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colleagues, but I don't consider them friends… Psychologists and counselors tend 

to not to be as extroverted as I am…Energy levels are different and so, my 

interests tend to also be more aligned with that energy level. 

Because many of the Asian American men ended up in technical positions, entrepreneurs, 

or start-ups, and few of them were in management positions, most of them said that they 

weren’t the same age or the same life-stage as their peers. Many of them weren’t working 

with women, and most of them were working long hours invested in early-stage career 

contexts, or in teleworking situations where they did not have a physical office where 

they could collaborate with coworkers. Jared was a 26-year-old, second-generation, 

heterosexual, Taiwanese American. He was working remotely as a business intelligence 

consultant. He said: 

Most of my team is actually in the headquarters in Massachusetts so I don't 

interact with them much. Unfortunately. But I'm pretty independent as a worker. 

If I'm with the team, I work well with other people. If I'm by myself, I work well by 

myself too…we travel separately. There's only one time where I worked on big 

client with different team members. And it's just the personalities did not fit… 

Although Jared was not a contractor, his job shared aspects with entrepreneurs, 

consultants, and contractors. The Asian American men in these positions often did not 

work in the same physical space as their coworkers or live in the same city. The men in 

these positions did most of their work individually and were not well-integrated into 

teams or a larger office space or culture. As entrepreneurs, the men worked closely with 

the same one or two people.  

George was a 34-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Buddhist, Taiwanese 

American. He had grown up in Austin and had a PhD in engineering. He was working for 

an international computer corporation in the Austin area. He said: 
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I definitely have friends in my industry…I had classmates and friends that I made 

at internships…At my particular job now, I have some friends around the office 

but…like in my group with not having a lot of face to face time, I think like there's 

very few people that I work with that I would really say were friends just because 

some of them I haven't even seen their faces before…one of the reasons that I do 

know people in the office is because I use the gym there, so when I go to classes, 

I'll see faces. I think without that, I probably wouldn't really know anyone in the 

office just because really if all I wanted to do was come to the office to work, I 

could sit at my cube all day and not talk to a single person face to face… in my 

particular office, I have a handful [of friends] but not as many as I would like. 

Most of the Asian American men that I interviewed were working in spaces where they 

were one of few minority workers. Preston said: 

a lot of your questions were asking why I decided to stay, and a lot of it was the 

money. A lot of it was the prestige and having a goal point in front of you and 

then not wanting to fail… I was the only Asian male associate, and there were no 

partners, at least in the [High County] office. I think in the [Downtown] office my 

first year, there was one, and I think he left on bad terms…this was common with 

other minorities…I talked to. There's this idea if I don't make it, someone else 

might not be given the chance, the opportunity that I have because I'm the only 

one. So, it felt like you were representing people outside of yourself….People 

didn't say that…It's a lot of implicit things that you're told…My firm did not 

recruit at one particular law school in [High County] that was known for being a 

black law school. The excuse that was given was that there was one summer 

associate who ruined it for that school. So, what was said was that they were 

concerned about the quality of applicants from this particular school based on 
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their experience with someone else…every year there was a bad applicant that 

was a white person and that never affected any other white person coming after 

them…so you just know I'm the only one here and I'm the only reference point 

they have for someone that looks like me, and they only talk to me…about things 

that are Asian related or minority related… 

For Preston, the history of minority workers leaving the company and his own struggles 

to find support made it harder for him to feel comfortable in his workplace. He felt like 

people only engaged with him about minority or Asian related issues and that he was not 

seen as a whole person but rather a measure of his community.  

You're encouraged to network when you're a lawyer because they want you to 

make friends with people and then eventually bring business to the firm, so there's 

a lot of these organizations that, for example, will connect bankers and lawyers 

and things like that, but when you would go to these events and network, instead 

of getting to know people and just getting to know what they do or know about 

them personally, it always felt like you were just giving out 100 cards at different 

events, or maybe you go to one lunch and at the end of the lunch, somebody asks 

you if you want to open a new bank account or if you have someone to refer to 

them. It was very clear that those relationships were going to be transactional...I 

don't think my race excluded me, but a lot of those organizations, obviously, all 

the leadership were white males or maybe some white females. Or, they would 

have a token minority.  

There were also contexts that were focused on recruiting and retaining minorities where 

Asian American men had a hard time fitting in as well.  Chris’s department said that his 

workplace seemed like “the department of black men.”  
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…they'll have like specific retreats or just like spaces where they kind of like go 

and talk…I think they've been intentional about not talking about that when I'm 

there… like they have a mentorship program for like black men where they talk 

about how to treat women…and I'm never really included in any of those 

conversations. They also have this event called [Black Relationships] that they 

host every year, and it's always been, black on black relationships and 

heterosexual so they've never had an interracial couple, or they've never had a 

gay or lesbian couple talk…they've been doing this for about 3 or 4 years, and 

every year they're like, “It's getting kind of boring. We want to change it”… but it 

never actually gets done. It's kind of these like very subtle like displays where it's 

like, "Yeah, you're cool…We like having you around for like business purposes, 

but then when it comes down to like talking about your personal life or really 

being in the inner circle, you're not actually in it. 

Chris continued to explain how he had first tried to hide that he was gay from his office. 

Later, he realized that his ability to pass as a straight man, while still being a gay man, 

gave him some political advantages.  

…I think certain types of gay men in the division just aren't taken quite as 

seriously, especially in upper management roles, just by the way that they speak 

and handle themselves and operate. For a while, I actually wasn't out when I first 

came to this division, just because I wasn't comfortable…when I am at directors' 

meetings, when I'm in senior leadership meetings, it’s oftentimes pretty much all 

black folks, and maybe a few Hispanics; but there is never really any Asian 

people there. I think that they recognize that having someone with an Asian face 

being there, that can also identify with LGBTQ community, can be beneficial from 

an optics lens…One of my friends traveled abroad with [my boss] and I guess 
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that's where [my boss] found out that I was gay, just through word of mouth. 

From what I heard, [my boss] said, "What? Chris is a gay Asian? Do you know 

how much mileage I can get with that?"… I think he meant that at the core of 

what he really cares about is building a program for young black men… in some 

of his budgeting decisions and some of his personnel decisions, that's been a big 

criticism of him. I think what he meant was that because he has a gay Asian man 

who is working for him, he is able to shield himself from some of those criticisms 

because he has a gay Asian man shielding him. 

Chris said that if they were going to use his identity as a gay Asian man for optics, he was 

also going to use his position in the office to hire Asian Americans into the office. He 

said: 

If he is gonna use me as that shield, then I have also made sure that I have gotten 

things out of him…for example, even hiring some of the Asian Americans. 

Sometimes with personnel, it's kind of like a chess game…We have an Advisory 

[Board]. For years, the [two other Asian women] and I have been talking about 

how we need to cultivate more Asian donors. Even if we don't care about Asian 

people, Asian people have high net worth, right? If we're just strictly talking 

about from a money perspective, in a financial perspective, let's just get some rich 

Asian folks on this Board or on this Council so that they can contribute. Right? 

Then we can work with that later on. The division leadership has just not wanted 

that. They have gotten some, it's been predominantly African American, not all of 

them contribute, and they just haven't been, they just haven't wanted it. The 

response that we were given is the Division has to maintain a certain look. 

The way that Chris talked about the politics in his division suggested that identity politics 

was at the core of how he was able to use his social capital at work. Rather than 
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evaluating whether he could leverage his position or social networks with his weak or 

strong relationships, he described his ability to leverage his position in terms of the 

political value that his racial and sexual identity carried in a division of predominantly 

Black, heterosexual men. Victor Ray (2019) has theorized that race is foundational to the 

structure of organizations and that organizations are a key, meso-level link between the 

production of race at the individual and macro levels. Racialized organizations do not just 

have people with races filling positions in them, but actually racialize the organizational 

practices, interactions, and structures that produce the race system that we learn. 

 Landon was a 39-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Taiwanese 

American. He had previously worked for a large tech corporation as a software engineer 

and after being laid off, he had been working as a contractor. Landon said: 

So Asians in large American corporations…about 13, 14 years ago, was mostly 

white…when I was terminated, when I was forced to resign from that place… my 

supervisor was Asian, and he was my friend, too. That's one reason why I got the 

job; he was given full rein on hiring whoever he wanted. He knew I needed a job 

at the time, so he hired me... I think his boss's boss was like, "Well, I have this 

Asian person working for me. He's doing a really good job. He comes in on time, 

he leaves whenever the job's done. He's token Asian”… "Aw, they're very diligent, 

they're very passive, they're very hard working," all these stereotypes. Then enter 

me. I don't show up on time, because I'm working my butt off. I don't want to come 

in when I'm a zombie even though my supervisor told me, "Dude, just get here at 

8. Even if you're tired, it's okay." … He [Boss’s boss] was so angry; he got really, 

really red. That may have led to his, "I've never met an Asian guy like this. What 

the heck? I'm going to put him in his place. I'm the manager. This is my 

department.” I'm very anti-pattern when it comes to stuff like that, because I'm 
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very accommodating but also don't like to be walked all over. I used to give 

everything to the corporation, and then I got laid off.  

Organizational psychologists have argued that people earn workplace credits through 

perceived competence and conformity to work norms. People who have built up credits 

can then deviate from those norms without penalty. However, women and non-white 

minorities enter the workplace with less credit than white men; they deviate from the 

ideal worker norm simply by their gender and race (Puwar 2004). These men may have to 

work harder to build credit and compensate for their “eccentricity” compared to similarly 

skilled white men (Bowles and Gelfand 2006; Sharma 2009). Ethnic minority men may 

also be more likely to be penalized for deviance from workplace norms by segregating 

them into low-status career tracks within their organizations, by lessening their 

opportunities to develop their skills, and informal exclusion from key networks and 

mentoring relationships, which marks them as outsiders in the organization’s culture. 

These penalties differentiate workers who succeed because of a sponsor who advocates 

for them from workers who succeed through competition along formal criteria (Shih 

2006).  

In contrast to the Asian American men, the non-Hispanic white men told me that 

socializing with their co-workers was important to them. For them, socializing with co-

workers and becoming their friends was not only a strategy to optimize their careers, but 

an expectation and welcome norm of the professional workplace. Josh was a 30-year-old, 

heterosexual, white American. He worked as an economist for a consulting firm. Josh 

said: 

sometimes I miss having more colleagues of my own… kind of to commiserate 

with. That's one thing I loved about the startup. It was like I had friends. Here, it's 

like I have ... He's like a partner/boss. But there's a little bit of awkwardness that 
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comes from slightly different ... He started the business, I work for him, but we 

work together. It's like a mix. Which, is good sometimes and awkward sometimes. 

I miss having more people to interact with in a day, and like meetings. I'm a little 

more social than working with two people. There's three or four of us, but that's 

definitely something I miss. 

Josh’s quote shows that white men also acknowledged it could be awkward working 

closely with someone who was formally in a supervisory position.  However, their 

responses to that discomfort were distinct from the varied ways that Asian American men 

responded to that discomfort.  

For the most part, the Asian American men I interviewed did not expect or want 

close relationships with co-workers, mentors, or supervisors, unless or until they realized 

that those relationships were necessary for their careers. Even when they pursued those 

types of relationships, they had to figure out how to find these relationships, how to make 

them, and how to maintain and manage them, in ways that the White men did not talk 

about. Luke was a 59-year-old, heterosexual, white American. He worked as a business 

analyst in the IT department for the State. He had once owned his own education 

company and described his co-workers in that company as his “friends and family.”  He 

said he feels excluded in his job as a business analyst because the people he works with 

do not want to socialize with him.  

I like relationships. I like getting to know people and that kind of thing…because 

it's an IT environment, you've got people who, you know, obviously the reason 

most these people went in IT… They like some people; they hate some people like 

everyone else. But they just don't have any need. I'm sure that they talk with their 

friends at home…I know they have families. I know they're loving people. But they 

just, at work, someone taught them. Someone said, "At home life, do what you 
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want. But at work, you don't talk with other people. You don't make it a social 

experience. You're not here to learn. You're not here to interact. You just go to 

work, find out what you've got to do. You do it. You shut your mouth and you go 

home." I'm sure I just drive my neighbors [coworkers] insane. I just don't fit there 

at all.  

When Luke talked about the medium-sized education company he had built previous to 

his current IT job, he said he went into bankruptcy because he could not bear to let down 

the people who worked with him. He felt they were his family.  In comparison, Adam 

was a 29-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Taiwanese American. He had a 

successful start-up in online marketing and described his relationships with his 

coworkers. 

I would say that I would only hire if I think there is some type of company fit in 

terms of culture. I try to keep it friendly but I try not to get too friendly, just 

because if it's too friendly we can't give good feedback because you're afraid of 

jeopardizing that. And that's not good. So it's friendly and everyone's 

personalities are compatible on the team, but I would never be like, "Yo, let's 

hang outside of work." I would never do that. 

Casual, friendly relationships helped white men get jobs that they wanted. Walter was a 

47-year-old, heterosexual, white American. He described how he had gone to graduate 

school with the person who ended up hiring him for a post-doctoral position. Walter said: 

…we've always been friendly and hang out, drinking at conferences, and now he's 

my supervisor, and he's also younger than me… He has said that, like one reason 

he hired me is that he knows me and he knows what things I worked on before and 

what skills I have, and that's not really the same thing, but he definitely knows 

those things because I hung out with him, not because he read all my papers…we 
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went to the same small group meetings, even though we were working on different 

things…We both like sports, we both like beer. 

Very few Asian American men had mentoring or supervisor relationships like the one 

Walter described. For example, while Walter met his future employer in graduate school, 

a younger non-Hispanic white man, Kurt, spent many years recovering from his graduate 

school setback by investing in and building relationships that would later lead him to a 

high quality post-doctoral position. Jordan was a 37-year-old, second-generation, 

heterosexual, Taiwanese American. He founded a small tech start-up. He described a 

mentor that he had: 

I do [have a mentor]. I have a board member in my company that advises and 

mentors me. We're strictly professional. We're not friends outside of the company. 

He is probably mid to late 50s. Super successful. He became a mentor to me 

through an accelerator [in] town called Capital Factory. He's invested in the 

company. He's taken a board seat. We probably speak by phone or in person once 

or twice a month at least… He's Italian American. 

Most of the Asian American men in the study did not have mentors. Many of them did 

not think it was necessary or did not know how to get one, or if they did get one, they did 

not know how to manage the relationship. Jared said: 

I feel like if I put enough time into anything, just one thing, I can become as good 

as most people, in general. I don't really look up to people. I look at what people 

achieve and what they accomplish and how they can help, in general, the 

community. But that's about it…I've had mentors assigned when I first started my 

job. I end up answering their questions. So I feel like mentorship is like a one-way 

thing in case and need, I guess. I haven't met anyone that has been able to give 

me enough guidance, or more guidance, than what I would need…just working 
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with me is unique… I would feel like I'd be pretty good as a lead or something like 

that. I just feel like I don't work well with mentorship because the questions I have 

are usually things that I can answer on my own because I look everything up 

online and find out the answers by myself. Or they're not able to help me with it. 

And I already know that they can't help me with it because it's not something that 

they can control. So I'm really aware. 

Jared was 26 years old and worked remotely as a business intelligence consultant. Jared 

did not think that he needed a mentor for his career. His previous quote reflects how 

many of the Asian American men felt, especially early in their careers, and especially in 

technical tracks in contrast to higher management positions. Many of the Asian American 

men said that they valued a self-reliant working identity, often reacting to hardships as a 

sign that they needed to work harder and avoiding asking for help, even if it would make 

their jobs easier.  

All the non-Hispanic white men I interviewed had at least one, if not multiple 

mentors, and they considered these mentors friends that they engaged with in non-work 

settings. The Asian American men that did seek mentorship did not find mentorship from 

Asian American men. Jimmy said that one reason he left a corporate job for a start-up 

that allowed him to work remotely was because he could move to a more diverse city.  

I went to California a few times and Texas and Chicago and New York. It was 

nice to be in an environment where you had more diversity and I was craving that 

in a way. Even though Austin might not be the most diverse thing in the world, it 

definitely beats [Ohio], as a general the first step… I was just getting sick and 

tired of being around all white people. I don't have anything against white people 

but, you know, let's just say if I was to walk into a... or even at work, even at 

[AG], if I show up to work and you were to tell me and there's three senior 



 106 

developers, architects, whatever and you were to tell me to choose which one to 

follow I would pick the person that is not white. 

Jimmy actually did exactly what he described in his corporate job. He asked a black man 

who had seniority to be his mentor instead of two other white men, and the relationship 

allowed Jimmy to move to his current job. He noted that at first the black man did not 

seem to know how to be a mentor and was surprised that Jimmy had sought him out but 

that now the two of them were close friends even though they did not live in the same 

place.  

A few Asian American men found mentorship from racial and ethnic minority 

women, but these men said that these relationships were less helpful for getting career 

opportunities and more useful in teaching them how not to be perceived in the workplace. 

Relationships with racial and ethnic minority women in the workplace suggested that 

even though Asian American men could see the disadvantages these women faced in the 

workplace; they did not take the risk of advocating for them. Chris described the working 

relationship he had with two women in his workplace: 

In terms of [my] behavior…I have not hesitated to voice my opinions. A lot of that 

was because I saw the way that [Dr. Hong] was treated. [Dr. Hong is the Asian 

woman he considered a mentor.] We had....an African American male in his…late 

60s, early 70s…the way that he used to speak to [Dr. Hong] was just straight-up 

disrespectful. A lot of it was because she was a soft-spoken woman and kind of 

like a “yes” woman, so they would always give her stuff and she would just take 

it. She never advocated for herself. They wouldn't give her credit, and she never 

really did anything about it. As a young Asian guy coming up the ranks, I 

observed this and just made a vow to myself that, I appreciated her mentorship 

and I think that there was a lot that I could learn from her, but I didn't want to 



 107 

have the same types of challenges that she had and I didn't want to be perceived 

in the same way…I will also say that women tend to not do quite as well…because 

sometimes when they speak up it's seen as a type of bitchiness. One of my 

colleagues recently left…She was a little bit more introverted, and so there would 

be times where she would just need her space…and that came off as bitchy and 

sassy. She was a black woman, so some of the uppers just felt like it was 

unprofessional … We had the same types of questions, but whenever she asked it, 

it was always perceived in a very negative way; whereas when I asked it, it was 

perceived in more of a critical, like a good critical way, or more of a due 

diligence… 

Chris’s boss was an African American woman. Chris told me that when his boss’s boss, 

the older African American man would go over his boss’s head to work with Chris, 

Chris, would manage the interaction by discussing the matter with his boss first and then 

confirming any plans with his boss’s boss. Adia Harvey Wingfield (2012) also found that 

because of their partial tokenism in professional workplaces, African American men were 

aware that they had some advantages that women did not and had opportunities to 

advocate for or compete with women in their workplaces. Relatedly, the Asian American 

men in my study were aware that racial and ethnic minority women faced higher barriers 

than they did to further their career goals in the professional workplace. The post 

doctorate researcher, Kurt reasoned: 

… it's a really shitty tricky line is that like so Asian-Americans are roughly 

proportional to the American population in terms of representation in psychology. 

But that is usually dominated by females and so it's this rare perspective where 

technically Asian-American males are an underrepresented minority group within 

psychology but at the same time that's a tough [line] to ever argue that a male in 
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the group is gonna be underprivileged... And so I think I'm always mindful of that, 

like I never feel that's an argument that I can really throw out there but is also 

something that at least by a numbers game is supported in some ways…And I 

would say admittedly there's probably still [less barriers for Asian Americans] 

because model minority perceptions [Asians] are less held back than other ethnic 

racial minorities. 

Similarly, Landon talked about a friend that had posted online about women being 

underrepresented in science and engineering jobs.  

I said, "…there's a lot of Asian-Americans who need jobs, too, because we're all 

underrepresented", and she's like, "What are you talking about? Like half the 

engineering classes at universities are Asian." I'm like, "That's true, but have you 

worked in industry like I have? Have you been to different parts of a large 

corporation, multiple corporations, and seen the kind of people working there?" 

She's like, "No, but women are more underrepresented." I'm like, "I don't dispute 

that, but your claim that engineering positions are full of Asians is totally 

incorrect” … I was one Asian ... When I worked at large semi-conductor 

corporations, I was one Asian within like 20 or 30. The majority of those 20 or 30 

people, they were Caucasian male. Some of them were female, yes, but they were 

also Caucasian females.  

Researchers have written about how the model-minority racial stereotype positions Asian 

Americans as hard-working, obedient, and technically capable compared to other racial 

minority groups in the U.S. This stereotype can advantage Asian American workers when 

they act accordingly but I found that this stereotype could also disadvantage workers 

when they failed to meet those racial assumptions, including when those assumptions 

were put forth by other Asians and Asian Americans.  
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Unintended Consequences of Cultural Strategies: Barriers to Management Positions 

Early in their careers, Asian American men took on roles as technical workhorses 

(Asian Americans for Community Involvement 1993). However, later in their careers, 

these men wanted to move into creative jobs that would allow them to create or manage a 

vision for a project, while directing other workers to do technical work. Based on their 

productivity, these men were as qualified and sometimes more qualified than peers but 

were not considered for management positions offering higher levels of authority and 

autonomy over their work. This research explains key processes resulting in the disparity 

observed between Asian American and non-Hispanic, white men in management and 

leadership positions in professional occupations (Sakamoto, Goyette, and Kim 2009). 

Race matters in professional occupations (Wingfield 2012). Specifically, race matters in 

the quality of working relationships and how working relationships are used, when class 

resources are similar.   

Kurt was the post-doctoral researcher, who after a serious setback in graduate 

school had been “outworking his doubt” for the last six years in three different post-

doctoral positions. Kurt said: 

And actually it's interesting 'cause one thing I do notice is a lot of the highest 

level or higher level folks are white males…But you know…I mean two out of 

three that I think of are foreign, you know not of this country, so there also have a 

little bit of difference of I guess maybe mentality and stuff like that…actually the 

programmer that we work with, I haven't confirmed his ethnic racial identity, he 

is darker skinned so like me and him are kinda the only sort of like minority folks 

that are…within this project at least. So that's an interesting type of thing. And 

like sometimes in meetings and stuff like that I do notice that it can be easy for 

those voices to get talked over sometimes…like we'll be in a…research meeting 
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talking about the status of the grant and then I'll notice that like there's 

programmers trying to make a point or say something but then the other PIs will 

like ... Like he'll start to speak up but then the other PIs will sort of like speak 

over him and stuff like that so he doesn't really get a chance to say his thing. You 

know, maybe part of it is he could be more forceful and assertive but that's also a 

very unfair thing to say too. So I think yeah, and part of it is just like not 

everybody's as cognizant of these things as other people and whether it's due to a 

hierarchy or due to privilege… 

Kurt brings up several important points in the previous quote. In several of the 

interviews, respondents thought that they had a diverse office when they were worked 

with people from different countries. Especially in technology professions, there could be 

many professionals who did not grow up in the U.S. and were working on H1-B visas. 

Foreign workers did not perceive race and racism in the same way or to the same extent 

as the U.S.-born Asian American men I interviewed. Depending on where Asian 

American men worked, they could be treated differently if there were many men from 

Asia. For example, some technology corporations make contractors wear different badges 

at work to signify their status. This organizational practice can make full-time workers, 

who tend to be white and male, avoid investing in relationships, office integration, and 

career development of contract workers, who tend to be Asian and male, assuming that 

these contract workers are temporary hires, do not understand American culture, and do 

not speak English well. Kurt also brings up that some of the higher-level management are 

white men that could be considered diverse because they are from foreign countries. Yet, 

research suggests that whiteness works as a credential in organizations (Ray 2019), 

meaning that even if the men themselves have a different cultural background, they may 
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still benefit from being white. Meanwhile, U.S.-born Asian men can still get treated as if 

they were foreigners.  

Lastly, Kurt notices that the other minority man in his project, who is a 

programmer, gets spoken over in meetings by the PIs who are white men. This 

demonstrates how choosing the technical track strategy may leave Asian American men 

with less say in the overall project. Moreover, Kurt says the programmer could try to be 

more forceful with his input. Women and Asian Americans are often believed not to be 

“assertive” enough, when they are passed over for higher management positions because 

gender culture and race culture in the U.S. assume that women and Asian Americans will 

be quiet and obedient. When I asked Kurt whether he foresaw any specific barriers to his 

career, he replied with the following: 

Not having a strong enough CV… which is what drives me to work as hard as I 

do…I mean I do wonder like about perceptions about like sort of like Asian-

American males if there is sort of any worries like oh they're too timid, they don't 

speak up enough like blah, blah, blah. There's a challenge related to that. You 

know if I also wanna play devil's advocate conversely maybe I can also leverage 

the amount of minority myth and wonder how that makes an impact in my job 

application process but I mean I hope that at the end of the day it's strictly my CV 

makes it so that that would be less of an issue…I am still very cognizant of the 

fact that I am like usually the only Asian-American, definitely one of few Asian-

American males in most of these networks… 

In the previous quote, Kurt is thinking through how his race could be used to advantage 

or disadvantage him in a job search. He hopes that the process will solely be based on the 

skills and experience of his CV instead of racial perceptions that he won’t have sufficient 

social skills to lead. Notably, Kurt thinks that the racial stereotypes of a hard worker 
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linked to the model minority stereotype could advantage him by enhancing the perception 

of his technical skills and experience on his CV.  

When the Asian American men moved away from technical tracks to 

management tracks, they were surprised to find that technical skills and experience in 

their qualifications for a job were not enough, when other applicants were chosen without 

comparative, systematic review of technical skills and experience. Patrick was a 55-year-

old, second- generation, heterosexual, Asian American. He was a director of public health 

for the government. He had a BA, MD, and MPH from top Universities in the U.S. 

Patrick explained: 

In terms of having an opportunity to compete for leadership positions—that has 

not been made for me…I mean that's where there is definitely a racial component 

to this…I've never played the race card … I recognize I'm probably able to 

function more integrated into the workforce because I've lived my whole life here 

in the States. My father certainly had more problems with that, having more 

problems with the language …I was very surprised... there's an organization 

called ... something for black public administrators ... and I was amazed how 

blatant the whole goal was, just to get more African-Americans into those 

positions…I'd never heard of just making things based on race. Personally, you 

try to get the best people for the job…I mean I really…tried to be race-neutral…I 

think Asians are trying to become more…astute to these issues… I mean I can't 

complain. I've been successful … All I want is a competitive process. An 

opportunity, and it's amazing for this level that there has not even been a 

competitive process that I've been able to participate in… 

Patrick describes his frustration in comparison to what he believes is his father’s 

experience of downward mobility. The men in my study had educational degrees from 
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American institutions. They were fluent in English and well-versed in American culture. 

More importantly, these men grew up learning a culture that developed in response to 

race specific economic oppression in America. Racial optimization helped them to 

successfully reach high paying professional occupations with job security and pay that 

their fathers could not achieve but it also limited them to positions seeking the 

characteristics of the model-minority stereotype. Asian American men varied in the 

extent to which they attributed their work frustrations to racial exclusion. Many of the 

men referred back to the limited knowledge that they had of their parents’ working lives 

and did not see any problems with working long hours, tracking into technical jobs 

instead of jobs with higher levels of authority, autonomy, and creativity, and few or low-

quality relationships with supervisors, mentors, and co-workers in their field.  

In the previous quote, Patrick fumbled with his words as he tried to make sense of 

a life lived not “playing the race card,” and experiencing success, and then feeling like 

there was no other explanation when he was passed over without review in a national 

search. He went on to describe how he had participated in two national searches for 

executive positions in public health departments.  

…the first one, I got offered the job and I turned it down. And the second one I 

was one of the two finalists…. I turned down this position at Texas Medical 

Research Center like a $125,000 salary per year increase... because I want to 

stay here. Physically I've spent most of my career in Austin, I'm committed, I like 

the community here… right after I turned it down, then the position [I wanted in 

Austin] became open. Then the replacement was appointed without any 

competition, without any interview process, without any formal review process. 

And I said, “Well, I'd like to have then been considered for the deputy position.” 

And the person said, “Well I'm gonna let the new director choose,” with no 
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competition, no formal evaluation or competitive process…I sort of said all I want 

is a fair chance. So they gave me like a $15,000 salary increase. I mean I wasn't 

doing it for the money. But I just said I want the opportunity… 

As we discussed earlier, when Patrick realized the meritocratic achievement strategy no 

longer worked for his career, he tried the traditional destination strategy, when he 

decided that a “new destination” like a growing southwestern city of Austin did not have 

the demographic visibility or political history for the kinds of leadership positions he 

wanted.  

Research on work and organizations suggests that trust, communication, and 

relationships built in informal settings outside of work is key to social networking and 

career opportunities in professional occupations (McGuire 2002; Schweers Cook 2005). 

Insaf was a 38-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Muslim, Pakistani-American. 

Like Patrick, Insaf had an impressive educational and work resume. Insaf had a BS, MS, 

and MBA from engineering and business schools. He told me that he had moved from a 

formal management job at an Internet startup to become a consultant because of what had 

happened in his previous position. He described how he took on a position to be the 

second in command of a company with two non-Hispanic, white men. Insaf said: 

I was there over two and a half years, and I was promised a certain position and 

a certain set of responsibilities when I came in... After a year or so... My actual 

position responsibilities seemed to be veering in a slightly different direction, less 

senior than I was promised initially. But, I didn't worry too much about it. I felt 

like I just needed to have some accomplishments here, and that would come with 

my accomplishments and sure enough over the course of two years, I think I did a 

ton arguably more than the other business executive there in terms of really 

growing the company to where it had gotten to. 
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Insaf said that he was promised a general management position only second to the CEO 

for operations. However, when his position started to become more technically specific to 

business development instead of overall operations for the company, he thought he just 

had to prove to the CEO that he could contribute more to the company than the white 

man who had a similar role to him. He was pushed out of the role he was promised when 

his co-worker developed a stronger relationship with the head of the company, despite the 

evidence that Insaf had done more for the company during their tenure together.  

…another area of frustration is I felt like with our executive team of four people, I 

felt like I was less influential than some of the other folks on the team, and so I felt 

like in many cases, we were making strategic decisions that weren't ideal, and I'd 

seen many cases where I'd strongly push for a certain decision. We didn't go that 

direction and then a couple months later, we realized that we had to move back to 

what I was vouching for from the beginning…I was very, very clear with [my 

CEO] many times …and realized that at the end what I wanted and what he was 

looking for was a little different… the venture capitalist and the CEO seemed to 

suggest that if I were to come onboard, it'd be essentially a number two position. 

It would be the COO of that company, and the compensation was in line with that. 

All the signs seem to suggest that that was the case… 

On the executive team of four, Insaf said there was a chief technical officer who was a 

little older than Insaf and South Asian. The white, Jewish CEO and the white, gay, 

Christian male who became the COO, were both about a decade younger than Insaf. He 

said that when he was hired, that he, the other South Asian man, and the white, gay, 

Christian male were in VP positions. The CEO was inexperienced and venture capitalists 

had introduced Insaf to him to be a second in command, essentially a COO. However, 

Insaf soon realized he was being pushed out of his promised role. 
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I came as VP, the technical guy was a VP, and then the gay white Christian male 

was VP as well, and a day or two after I joined, he got promoted to COO and 

founder, and so over time it became more and more obvious, despite the 

accomplishments that I had that he was going to be running the business 

operations... I was just having less influence on some of the strategic decisions 

than he was…his thoughts always got precedence over mine in the eyes of the 

CEO, largely because they're the same age and close friends...so I just didn't have 

that same personal relationship... he wanted me to specifically focus on business 

development, and that's not what I joined the company for. I joined it for a 

general operator position to oversee operations…Yeah, it's a type of industry 

where it's very homogenous…most of them are white males…It's a very, very 

much all boys kind of club …Again, there's no overt racism or anything like that, 

and I don't think it had anything to do with my skin color… but I think some of the 

ways I lived my life due to my religion, did have an impact... I think it wasn't 

necessarily the stuff of meritocracy…Sometimes, there’s a stronger level of bond 

or trust happens… because of my religion, I don't drink at all. I don't smoke 

pot…That was a big part of the social activities for the CEO and COO. Anytime 

I'd get together with the executive team... It was jokingly, but they're always like, 

bugging me about not drinking, about not smoking pot…when you just hang out a 

lot more socially, and because of some of the things that I just don't partake in, I 

think I was never quite as close… 

Insaf said that he did not think his race affected his career, but he did think that in his 

previous job he had been excluded. When he left the company where he was supposed to 

own all of business operations but ended up owning half of the operations at the end, he 

decided that a formal management position in a company wasn’t going to work for him. 
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Insaf had spent most of his adult life devoted to venture capital and start-ups. When I 

interviewed him, Insaf was consulting for a mid-sized internet company, advising a few 

startups, sitting on the board of several startups and working on his own startup with a 

colleague.  

Once I'd left, I was trying to decide what to do. I realized that that wasn't for me. I 

did have another job lined up. I have a lot of connections with venture capitalists 

in town here, and so once word got out that I had left and I was available, I 

started to have VC's [venture capitalists] around town send companies my way, 

companies that could benefit from my expertise, or the things that I've got 

experience with. As these companies came to me, I really without reaching out to 

anyone, I started to get some of these advisor roles, and I started to enjoy it, and 

so that's why I stuck with that. A lot of them were from equity, not for cash, but I 

built up some savings as well, so I liked the flexibility, and like I said, I like the 

exposure to different business models and different industries, and different ways 

of approaching problems as well. 

Based on the previous quote, it seemed like Insaf enjoyed his consultant position instead 

of pursuing another permanent position in a company because his expertise was 

specifically valued in time, money, and status as an advisor to business operations. 

Another issue that came up in several interviews with Asian American men that 

did not appear in interviews with non-Hispanic white men, was the significance of age 

intersecting with race in careers. Insaf said, “At a lot of startups, as opposed to later stage 

companies, people just see each other eight to five, and then they spend time with their 

families. Startups, particularly because everyone's so young here, people would live, 

work, and play together, right? The CEO, and the COO used to party together on Friday 

and Saturday nights all the time, hang out together…” By not choosing the technical 
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track strategy and choosing the down scale strategy to try to reach management in 

startups, Insaf ended up surrounding himself with people who were younger than him and 

couldn’t relate to his lifestyle. 

A few of the Asian American men talked about how their race and physical 

appearance made them stand out as “young” and “inexperienced” in professional spaces, 

even when they weren’t either of those characteristics. Kyle wondered: 

I feel like my thoughts are sometimes too easily discounted because I'm kind of 

pigeonholed in this whole “analytical researcher,” I'm not “big picture” or as 

most recently told “I wasn't focused enough on revenue”…I don't have enough 

perspective having just worked so long for one organization to know, but 

sometimes I feel like the way I look, because I look like I could be 30 that ... I 

mean, sometimes I'm like, "I'm 46. Listen to me. I know what I'm talking about. I 

have the experience” …But sometimes I feel like maybe just because of the way I 

look or the way I present myself as more youthful, my opinion [is not as] well 

respected. I mean, I'm getting gray hair so maybe that will help. I don't know. I'm 

trying to see it as a positive thing maybe. 

Kyle seemed perplexed as to why his younger co-workers were so friendly with him even 

though he was decades older than him. He said that he had taken on a lot of roles that 

were not a part of his job description, including informal mentoring of new employees.  

But I do feel because I have a lot of tenure in that organization that my opinion is 

highly valued by everyone, except my boss sometimes. And I just feel like it's a 

role I should play. You know, when you got younger people there and somebody 

just tells them what they did was “terrible” and “why did you do that?” Like they 

need more than that. It's like “okay, yeah, you can go back to your desk like upset, 

or be like I guess I just have to figure this out.” Or I can take people, take a few 
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minutes, talk about what happened, and try to figure out a solution on what to do 

next time; or “don't worry about it, everyone gets that kind of feedback from her 

every now and again,” so you're not being singled out. Also sometimes I have to 

explain the context of certain things. Like “okay, so she's been traveling all week, 

she got back, she's trying to catch up on email, and you happened to send your 

thing to her. She read it, she probably didn't read it all the way through these 

things, and then it was just like I can't deal with this, and you know?” So trying to 

give them some context, too, about why that situation came up. 

Kyle said that he liked taking on unpaid roles in the company because he liked to help 

people out in general, which he thought might have come from his graduate training in 

library sciences. However, I also thought given what he told me about his first graduate 

school experience, that partially why he helped out his young co-workers because of 

earlier struggles in his career. He said, “Yeah, it certainly makes you feel good to help 

some person navigate an organization, or work through a challenging situation. I think it's 

something that probably I would have liked to have a little bit more assistance with when 

I came on and was just trying to figure out what this job was all about and trying to 

navigate. So yeah, I enjoy doing that.” 

Kyle told me that straight out of undergraduate at a good UC school, he received a 

highly competitive scholarship to attend a selective policy school. He said that when he 

started in college he had struggled as an English major and towards the end of his 

program he switched to an interdisciplinary major in political science, where he did really 

well. However, when he got to graduate school he struggled, despite having a full 

scholarship in the program.   

I think I was burned out having five years of undergrad and going straight…I 

actually realized halfway through my program that I wasn't really that interested 
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in policy…. I finished all the coursework. I was an average student…I probably 

tried for three semesters after I finished my coursework to complete [my master’s 

report], and the last one I submitted got rejected… I had gone into debt, and I 

was re-enrolling constantly, and I just decided, "Okay. I just need to let that go 

and move on.” … I think I was feeling some guilt about having had this 

scholarship…And then, I had a conversation with my mom that I think she now 

regrets where she basically said, "You just need to stick it out and finish."…I don't 

know why like I have a lot of guilt over things. It's a family thing…I went in and 

talked to a professor, and I got him to sponsor me, but he didn't really know me. 

He just agreed to do it …I think I probably also put some of that on myself like, 

"Well, who's going to want to work with me? I didn't really do that great in these 

classes." The classes I did the best in were actually taught by adjuncts, or I also 

did three classes at the law school that I did really well in. But within LBJ, I just 

didn't really have any advocates. I upset a few people there just because of my, I 

don't know, my attitude…I know that the graduate advisor, I mean this was years 

later when I think I was still inquiring about whether or not I could finish or not, 

basically wrote this long email about how I had just had kind of been a poor 

student from the start. I had missed the orientation because my family had 

planned a trip. Everyone was going from my two grandmothers to family friends, 

everyone was going on this thing, and I was like, "I'm not going to miss that."…I 

missed the advising session, which led to some problems about registering, and so 

I kind of started off on the wrong foot with the program. 

Kyle assumed that because he did not do well in classes that he could not work closely 

with professors. Instead, he lost interest in policy. Although he tried to finish his degree, 

the program staff discouraged him from finishing because of a narrative that he had been 
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a bad student from the beginning of the time in the program, when he had run into 

problems registering because he had taken a family trip. Although I’m sure the narrative 

of how he became a “bad student” in the eyes of the school organization was more 

complicated on all sides, the description Kyle provides above, suggests that he was not 

structurally supported in his program when he made mistakes, or did not perform 

optimally. Especially, if he did well in some of his courses, his inability to find someone 

to sponsor his work suggests that he fell through administrative cracks.  

Kyle went on to tell me his frustrations in his current position at work.  

… in the past a lot of people have struggled just with, it's like a demanding 

working environment, and it's not always clear what you need to do to 

succeed…you could do the same exact thing twice, and one time it's great, and the 

next time it's just the worst thing [my boss has] ever seen. … so if I get back 

something from somebody that I'm working on a project with, and it's not what I 

was expecting, I usually don't tell them that, "This is the worst thing. I don't 

understand how you could submit something like that."…I try to understand what 

was going on, and then I try to figure out how I can help them do better … 

sometimes I'm just too much on that other end of the spectrum where there's too 

many variables, too many feelings brought into it. Sometimes I'm like wouldn't life 

just be simpler if I could just be more like my boss, but to me I often feel like I 

have to kind of counterbalance… If I'm in a meeting where she delivers a bad 

message, a lot of times I'll bring that person or those people into my office, and 

then will be like okay, “I know this is what she said, but let's try to figure out a 

way that we can solve this problem together.”… People ask me that all the time 

actually, like how I've been able to work at [TSP] this long. I'm not really sure. 
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Kyle’s quote shows that he was emotionally empathetic and socially skilled in 

helping his younger colleagues to stay in his office, despite a difficult feedback process 

with their CEO. Similar to Chris’ efforts, who worked to include the Black woman who 

supervised him, into plans that her boss would sometimes make without her. These 

emotional and relationship management efforts would suggest that these men were very 

capable of leadership positions. Both men were already leading small teams of younger 

workers but in their efforts to reach higher administrative positions or when they sought 

opportunities to control hiring, they were denied these responsibilities.  

I think in the past a lot of my motivation has just come internally, I've just been 

internally motivated to do a good job just because of my personality…It seems 

like a lot of ideas that I have to improve the organization just sort of stop because 

really at the end of the day one person kind of holds all the cards. I can do all the 

planning and justification for everything, but when push comes to shove our CEO 

makes the final decision, and a lot of times it's contrary to sort of what I have 

presented to her, so that's a continual struggle…  I would like to be in an 

environment where I have a little bit more control over my situation and in 

possibly more of a collaborative environment. That's why I think working with 

maybe this other similar company like these women are running where I'm 

making more the decisions about my work. That's certainly something I'm looking 

for. 

At the end of the previous quote, Kyle is referring to an opportunity to move to a smaller 

company where he might have the kind of authority he was hoping for in his current 

company. He was considering the down-scaling strategy because despite several unpaid, 

volunteer, and vital roles that Kyle had taken on and his long tenure in the company 

besides the CEO herself, Kyle was not seeing opportunities to help manage the company.  
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Even though he told me that had friends from work, they were all younger and 

less experienced than him in the company. Similarly, he had developed a close female 

friend who had brought him back to work for the company after he left to teach in the 

U.S.-Japan JET exchange program. She had since left the company, but they remained in 

touch. Kyle and Preston were one of the few interviews where having developed a close 

working and social relationship with a woman helped them to find or stay in a job. 

Preston was the lawyer who had worked at a large corporate law firm in two other big 

Texas cities before moving to Austin for a government job.   

I think the biggest supporter I had was our office had a chief diversity office who 

was a lawyer but that wasn't practicing anymore, and she was responsible for all 

the minority associates at the firm. We became good friends and she was friends 

with the person that I was working with, but she saw what was happening and 

was one of my allies. The other person that was my ally was one of the partners in 

Dallas that I had worked with. She was a senior partner, so part of the reason 

why I stayed the four years was because I was working with her and she had a lot 

of pull, and she liked the work I was doing…The chief diversity officer was a 

black woman who was mid to late 30's, and then the senior partner was a white 

woman who I believe was probably in her 50's…We [Preston and the diversity 

officer] just developed a good rapport when I was interning there…I think we had 

similar values so I was pretty involved in the local Asian-American community 

and Asian-American Attorney community, and she was also very big on the 

diversity efforts of the firm. So, I was somebody that wanted to increase diversity 

of the firm, so our goals aligned on a personal level…The senior partner and I in 

Dallas…she's very no nonsense and very direct. I think she liked that if she told 

me to do A, B and C, I would produce exactly what she wanted and she valued 
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that. I think she also valued that I'm pretty direct. Corporate culture, I don't really 

kiss anyone's ass, but I do respect people if I actually respect them and I think she 

could see that I was very genuine. 

Preston said that another reason he was able to work so long for the corporate law firm 

was because the diversity officer was able to help him work less with people at his office 

and work more closely with an older white woman at a different office. Similar to other 

quotes we’ve seen, Asian American men did try to advocate for themselves once they 

realized that their merit would not “speak for itself.” However, many of them were 

surprised and saddened to find that their organizations were not set up to support them 

and moreover that their concerns were not taken seriously by their organization.  

I think there's this idea now that racism doesn't exist because there's not someone 

yelling expletives at you, but I think it's always implicit. It's always in what's 

spoken or unspoken, and a lot of times, you don't know why it didn't work out but 

you cannot rule out that it was race…Let's say every year we had our holiday 

party…and you look around and there may be one other Asian person there, and 

that person might be someone's subordinate. So, I look around and see who here, 

if I wanted to be a partner, I wanted this to be my career, who here could I 

connect with?... implicit or explicitly you know you're going to have to work hard 

because you don't have the access to deep pockets, you don't have the 

connections. I'm the only lawyer in my family, and that may be true for a white 

person but it says something where let's say I stepped into that office and there 

were three people that looked like me that were in management positions, maybe I 

would have felt more comfortable going there and saying, “Hey, I'm having this 

problem.” But, the fact that the person I didn't get along with looked like 
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everyone else and he had a good relationship with everyone else made it feel 

unsafe. 

Previous research has showed the importance for workers to be in a firm’s core networks 

for job security and career growth. These networks tend to be white, middle-class, men 

(Shih 2006; Williams et al. 2012). Diversity recruitment programs bring ethnic minorities 

and women into the workplace but may not be able to retain them, especially if promises 

about a welcoming and diverse climate are not fulfilled. A small study of professional 

U.S.-born and foreign-born Asian men in finance suggested that stereotypes about roles 

and abilities and a lack of mentors and personal career networks may encourage them to 

leave firms before entering management positions (Li-Liang 2009). Turnover can become 

a self-fulfilling cycle, if ethnic minorities and women do not stay long enough in a 

position to move into management and become mentors or role-models for incoming 

minorities, where homophily preferences could help them.  

Although the Asian American men wanted to be evaluated for career 

opportunities based on merit, they found out that jobs they sought often did not have or 

ignored formal processes or hiring criteria. When the Asian American men I interviewed 

realized that they could not have the career they wanted using the meritocratic 

achievement strategy; they tried to develop networks with white men. Landon was a 39-

year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Taiwanese American. He said: 

…while I love programming and I love my career…I kinda want to move out of 

just doing the head down, dark room, computer in the cubicle, work all night 

coding. I'd rather work on my business skills and my management skills…After 

seeing opportunities where I applied for a management role or something, I get 

turned down because I have a lot of coding on my resume, because that's really 

the only job I could get. That's where it comes in with, oh, if you can see like a 
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white name like Steven Johnson, or something, whereas, they see my last name, 

it's like, "Oh."…I'm actually meeting with a mentor who's willing to try to help me 

get into that management role because, now he's Caucasian too…I've met Asian 

CEOs and it's just you get this feeling that, even from my perspective, you get this 

feeling that he may not be as effective as other CEOs, because he may be Asian, 

he might not have the right experience. 

In the previous quote, Landon talks about how he gets turned down for management jobs 

because he has been following the technical track strategy. Landon suspected that people 

making hiring decisions would react negatively to his name compared to a white 

American name for a management position because he himself had those suspicions. 

Landon had started a mentoring relationship with a white man to learn how he could get 

into a management job. 

After graduate school, Kurt had been steadily working to build a network of 

people who would be able to advocate for him in his field and eventually get him a job. 

He talked about the current professor that he worked for: 

Yeah, so I mean this professor like I have had an informal sort of relationship 

with for a couple years … my first post-doc in [New York], my faculty mentor 

there…she got me in contact with him and we started talking…He presented on a 

symposium that I led and then also like I think gave input on another like as a 

discussant so we've had contact since that time. And then he recently got a grant 

and emailed me…And it was right up my alley…because of the string of mentors 

that I've had, both with my faculty mentor…in graduate school and then with 

three or four mentors that I've had since then, I think I built luckily a fairly strong 

network of people who can advocate for me and who also really [brought] me 
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into this field. So I think that combination hopefully bodes well for my part on the 

job market… 

Similarly, Insaf had been able to get a job based on a close relationship with a white man 

who had been his supervisor.   

but the best mentor that I've had for my career literally, every major move I 

consider, I'll always have lunch with him. He considers me very much of a friend 

as well. He'll often reach out to me for help on things, and I'll do the same… he's 

made tons of introductions for me over the years... While I was in business 

school… he came and spoke at one event. Afterwards, I went and got his 

information… and then ended up having lunch with him... I kept meeting with him 

just to learn from him…Later, he ended up hiring me to his team at [finance.com] 

through that relationship… I felt like we were very in sync with every decision 

that we made. Although he was my boss, I felt like I just learned a ton from him, 

and I think he valued me a ton on our team as well, more than everyone else. 

That's where we built the relationship…He had developed great negotiation and 

persuasion skills with clients, stuff that I didn't have any of because I [had no] 

business background at that time. Sitting with him, I ended up learning a lot of his 

business soft skills... I was the first person he told when he was leaving, which is 

very rare to tell someone on your team before your manager. The reason he told 

me first was he wanted me to be able to position myself to take over his job as best 

as possible, really because of the relationship we had… we go sometimes and 

watch college football. Sometimes, we'll still try to grab lunch at least once a 

quarter and what not. I've gone to poker night at his place a few times. Not too 

often, just because he's so busy right now, particularly with the family…but it 

used to be more often when it was just him and his wife, because there were no 
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kids. But, he does invite me to his Christmas party at his home, and other events 

that he has at his home as well. 

Insaf had started out in engineering and when he went to business school, he sought out 

the man who became his boss and mentor. Notably, he said that he learned soft skills 

through working with this man who was only a few years older than him. This mentor 

had clearly played the role of a sponsor who advocated for Insaf, rather than Insaf 

accruing his career opportunities solely because of his merit. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I try to answer the research question, “how does race shape the 

work experiences and careers of high earning and highly educated racial and ethnic 

minority men?” I found that Asian American men working in Austin used four cultural 

strategies that I call: meritocratic achievement, technical workhorse, traditional 

destination, and down-scaling. I also identify four I also identify four unintended 

consequences of the previously listed strategies for the working lives of Asian American 

men in professional occupations. These four consequences include: working long hours, 

increasing health problems, barriers to management positions, and weak social capital at 

work.    

The Asian American men in my study demonstrated the individual and historical 

process of the concept that I call racial optimization. In the process of racial optimization, 

racial minorities selectively reinforce cultural strategies that help them to gain economic 

advantages in a receiving country’s culture and selectively avoid the cultural strategies 

that disadvantage them economically in a receiving country’s culture. In my study, Asian 

American men rely on cultural strategies that have shaped the history of their families’ 

immigration and ethnic communities’ incorporation into American culture. Although 

most of these cultural strategies are available to any person regardless of race, these are 
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the strategies that Asian American men use from their “cultural toolkit” because of the 

ways they have been economically excluded and culturally included in the racial projects 

of the U.S.  

I argue that these previous quotes show the ways the racial production of “Asian” 

in the U.S. is culturally compatible with parts of the racial production of “America.” 

Asian American becomes an over-performance of hard work and self-reliance, while 

simultaneously being incompatible with the values of individualism and rebellion. These 

interviews show how the quality and use of relationships in professional occupations 

produce race at a meso-level, connecting individual interactions in organizations to 

macro-level reproductions of a racial system (Ray, 2019).  

In a cultural work environment where racial stereotypes help Asian American 

men be perceived as masculine and as good workers, these men may be motivated to stay 

and overwork, even in adverse circumstances that might otherwise lead workers to attrite 

from the industry. Moreover, Asian American men may be motivated to act in ways that 

confirm racial stereotypes and may be less likely to question discrimination in a work 

environment on a systemic level that seems to benefit them as a group.  

During interviews, I noticed that the Asian American men used the verb “to 

optimize” in areas beyond their work. Sometimes they would talk about wanting to 

“optimize” their relationships with friends, romantic partners, or parents. Other times 

they would want to optimize their health, exercise, sleep, and work-life balance. They felt 

that everything in their lives could be done better, faster, and more efficiently. This way 

of thinking was starkly different to the non-Hispanic white men in this study. Non-

Hispanic white men were not looking to optimize anything in their lives; their race 

worked silently in the background and without effort to give them unearned credentials at 

work but also in the social life of work (Ray 2019). Even though men are not usually 
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thought of as “social,” especially when compared to the unpaid relationship labor that 

women do, the “old boys club,” represents the network of informal trust and leisure 

activities that men, and particularly white men are entitled to benefit from. In the next 

two chapters, I provide an analysis of how racial optimization for Asian American men 

affected relationships outside of work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 131 

Chapter 4 Relationship Formation 

In the previous chapter, I described the strategies that the Asian American men in 

my study used to advance in professional occupations. The Asian American men in my 

study were exposed to these strategies growing up in immigrant families and ethnic 

communities. These strategies helped most of the Asian American men achieve high-

levels of education, job security, and high-levels of income. However, when these men 

sought status within their workplaces and industries, they found that these same strategies 

could not get them positions of authority and autonomy over the culture, other co-

workers, and creative enterprises in their organization. I argued that particularly in 

Austin, Texas, the people who decided who would get these types of roles, were 

primarily, white, middle-class, heterosexual, men. Researchers have revealed the white, 

heteronormative culture of professional occupations in the U.S. (Acker 2006; Puwar 

2004; Schilt and Westbrook 2009; Wingfield 2012). Even when these were not the 

identities of the people making hiring decisions, their decisions were made with the 

knowledge that the normative power structure was positioned in those identities. For 

example, one respondent reported on his boss, a black man, choosing to hire other black 

men because he is aware that he and other black men face racially specific 

discrimination. Another respondent mentioned a white woman choosing not to promote 

him because he does not command an authoritative presence like a white man would.  

This chapter develops the analysis of how Asian American men develop and 

experience their relationships. Most men did not have high-quality relationships or close 

friendships with other men in their workplaces. The few that did greatly benefitted from 

them. Many that didn’t have these relationships were early in their careers and did not 

think they needed these relationships; believing instead that the high quality and 
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productivity of their work would be sufficient to get authority and autonomy at work. For 

the older men in the study, many had begun to realize mid-career that they would have to 

put in extensive effort to learn how to cultivate and then cultivate these types of working 

relationships, if they wanted to have jobs characterized with the decision-making power 

of American hegemonic masculinity rather than the technical specialization of nerd 

masculinity (Cooper 2000). Ultimately, I argue that relational skills are important in both 

professional and personal life, and without them Asian-American men struggle to achieve 

the types of jobs and families they desire. In this chapter I look at how Asian-American 

men learn about friendship, teamwork, dating, and finding a life partner. 

The Importance of Sports for Relationship Development Between American Men 

Aside from the benefits of regular physical activity for healthy child development, 

sports in particular, are a source of social skill development in the United States. Children 

learn about teamwork, leadership, self-esteem, emotion-management, and cultural cues 

about gender and power (Anderson 2015; Connell 2008; Greendorfer and Ewing 1981; 

Hartill 2009; Hickey 2008; Messner 1990; Tracy and Erkut 2002). While most of the 

Asian American men did not regularly compete in sports when they were children, a few 

of them did have weak or sporadic attachments to sports as small children and during 

high school. While the white-American men in the study described regularly participating 

in sports with their fathers from childhood and into adulthood, either through informal or 

formal play, or through watching sports teams together as a pastime, none of the Asian 

American men described sports as a central or reliable way to connect with their fathers 

or siblings. Zeke was a 29-year-old, heterosexual, white American man. He owned a 

small real-estate company. I asked Zeke how he spent time with his father growing up 

and he said, “Definitely sports. I would say that was a very big chunk of it…he liked 

baseball, so that was a way that we spent a lot of time together. We were like literally just 
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practicing, playing catch, things like that. And then, when I got older, football. But, yeah, 

in the early years, our relationship was sports-focused.” Notably, Zeke described a 

poignant moment of reconciliation with his father that none of the Asian American men 

that I spoke with had anything similar to, despite hoping for and sometimes seeking 

something similar to the moment that Zeke describes. I asked Zeke what he appreciated 

most about his father. He said: 

…him teaching me how to be just a father, just a good person. Yeah, I had such a 

better upbringing than him. So, it's just I respect him for being able to not 

replicate the past…he grew up in a very bad part of town, didn't have much 

money, very abusive father towards him and my grandma. And so, he was like 15, 

maybe younger, got into a fist fight with his dad. Woke up in the hospital with his 

jaw wired shut and then, his dad committed suicide that night…his mom didn't 

have much money, so he had to move out at 16. Yeah, just a lot more emotional 

and financial burden... I kind of knew it was a thing, but it was just something that 

was kind of off limits…Father's day when I was a senior in high school, ... You 

just knew what to talk about and what not to talk about. And he kind of just 

opened up about it…Very [surprised]. Yeah, I was very emotional…we had 

actually gotten into kind of a fight, just like a verbal. Being an 18-year-old boy, 

you're kind of a jerk. So, we were butting heads. And then, when we were 

reconciling, somehow it came up… Definitely [changed the way I saw him], just 

more respect and it kind of made me be less of an asshole in general...  

Zeke said that his father opening up to him about his own experience helped Zeke to see 

him as part of a generational cycle that would improve its family relationships for its 

children. He said, “just kind of being able to progress along that cycle. Like, going from 

him very hard, me better and then, hopefully being able to do that. You know, just build 
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on it.” Zeke’s family had been in the U.S. for two generations before him. While several 

of the white American men described rocky adolescent relationships with their fathers, 

they also described moments of reconciliation that ended up in comfortable relationships 

drinking beer and watching sports together as adults. None of the Asian American men, 

even three or four generations down the line, described similar experiences reconciling 

with their fathers.  

Matt was a 64-year-old, white, heterosexual American. When I asked Matt how 

often he spoke with his sons he quickly answered, “Once a week.” Then he said he 

wanted to reflect on some observations that he had.  

I always wondered in my neighborhood, which was a nice neighborhood in the 

middle of Houston but the group of friends we had there, which might be 50 at 

any given time, there was so little divorce, so little infidelity… everyone had like 

three of them [indicators] in common. They could be school, sports, church… I 

went “Why was that neighborhood so stable?”… My kids all still hang out with 

all the kids they went to high school and junior high…they all try to live by each 

other…their friends end up being friends with the others…Their values are just so 

good. They’re so kind, family. Charitable…On a different level, a higher income 

level, the neighborhood was so international, because it’s all people going 

through the medical center. There’ll be cancer researchers from Saudi 

Arabia…then the energy sector…people travel the world a lot…every house next 

to me was from Turkey and England and France and Saudi Arabia, and Syria, 

Lebanon…we were out in my driveway every day, under the shade of the big old 

trees, I’d be shooting baskets, all these people from the world, and my sons grew 

up around that, and they just love it. They love that real-world environment. 

They’ve all had the chance to live other places, they have always come back 
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there. But I think they really appreciate the diversity of the city. The 

neighborhood itself is a high-end neighborhood, so of the immigrants there, it’s 

going to be the high end ones that are professionals… They love every kind of 

Asian food you could name and every kind of any food. What is it? Let’s go try it.  

The city that Matt described has one of the highest concentrations of household incomes 

over 150k in Texas. The population is 80% white, 10% Asian, and almost all of the 

residents have U.S. citizenship. He describes a worldly diversity basically hand-picked 

for high-income and high education. The diversity he describes is similar to the 

acceptable version of multiculturalism that these second-generation Asian American 

respondents used, particularly in regard to tasty foreign foods, but not the politics that 

comes with its consumption. Matt also describes his wonder at how tightly knit and 

collective his community was. He marvels that he and his wife have a multitude of 

friends there and these friends became intergenerational friends for their children and 

their children’s children. While the Asian American men in my study described their 

families trying to eventually get their children into this sort of neighborhood, this seems 

more achievable by a third or fourth generation of children that would be able to live in 

this kind of setting. 

Parker was a 36-year-old, heterosexual, white American. His family had been in 

the U.S. for three or four generations. Parker also saw sports as a way that he identified 

with his father. He said: 

My father passed away when I was 14 and he was sick from when I was like, 10, I 

think. He had skin cancer. We had a really good relationship. He was big into 

sports, so I was big into sports. He was a really good, "I don't take crap from 

anyone." But he was a super nice guy. I actually feel like I'm more of a super nice 

guy but I probably take crap, so I do feel like having him around more would 
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have helped. He had his own company. He was really successful. He had a sports 

car and a boat and a really good bike…  

I asked Parker what his relationships were like at work. He worked for a tech corporation 

as a software engineer. He said:  

I feel like I'm pretty friendly with a lot of my co-workers. It's a very good team 

environment so we work together really well. In my current role, a few weeks 

before launch the whole team just booked a conference room. We were in the 

conference room every day, running in and out for meetings, but generally 6 or 7 

of us that are sitting next to each other every single day. It's intense and stressful 

but we try to keep it light-hearted. We do have fun together. There's happy hours 

and lunches and stuff like that…My wife and I have gone to dinner with people, 

we go watch sports together. Friday, there was a happy hour. People were out 

from 4 to midnight. This is the longest happy hour ever.  

As these quotes have shown, sports were a big part of relationship development between 

men for the white American men. Only one third-generation Asian American father 

named Tyler described using sports as a way to regularly connect with his children. He 

was also the only Asian American man in the study to still be in a first marriage to a 

white American woman. While most of his success at work relied on his embedding 

within social networks with white, middle-class, heterosexual men, he remained for a 

while one of the only Asian men in his legal area and was currently mentoring a younger 

Asian man in his field. He noted that despite looking very different, many people got the 

two of them confused.  

Feminist research shows how sports culture is a critical site of gender 

socialization in the United States (Connell 2008; Kidd 2013; Messner 1992). The Asian 

American men in my study were aware of the dominance of sports like football and 
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basketball in American sports culture, but most of them had limited experience actually 

participating in them.   

In the previous chapter on work relationships, we met Chris. Chris was the 32-

year-old, second-generation, gay, Taiwanese American, worked in an office dedicated to 

increasing diversity and engaging the local community with the corporation that he 

worked for.  

I think for my parents they, their measure of success is in academics, and for 

extracurricular activities is for like classical music, right? I don't think they 

necessarily would have like prohibited me from playing the sports, but they never 

encouraged it. It wasn't like you have to be in piano, you are taking piano lessons, 

you are taking cello lessons. Which instrument do you want? It wasn't like which 

sport do you want. There wasn't a whole lot of encouragement. My dad wasn't like 

an athletic guy so he didn't really have that capital to pass onto me…  

Like most of the Asian American men in the study, Chris’ parents focused on education, 

and if they had the ability, select extracurriculars. In the previous quote, Chris describes 

how his parents offered him two options for a musical instrument to play but did not offer 

sports to choose from. In the next quote, we hear from Derek. Derek was the 33-year-old, 

second-generation, heterosexual Korean American who had started a consulting company 

for software development with a partner. In regard to sports, Derek said, “[my sister] she 

played volleyball, she played softball, she played basketball…all throughout high school. 

I wanted to play football and all these sports that could involve injury, and my Dad 

absolutely forbid me from doing all that stuff. So, I was in band, marching band. And so I 

didn't experience that stuff, because they were too overprotective of me…Because he 

wanted me to be healthy.” Although Derek’s sister did not have the privileges Derek had 

of using the car and staying out late, probably to regulate her sexual relationships 
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(Espiritu 2001), Derek was not allowed to participate in dangerous sports because he 

could get physically hurt.  

Some of the Asian American men described some limited involvement in sports, 

especially those beyond the second generation. In the previous chapter, we met Kyle. He 

was the 46-year-old, 4th generation, gay, Japanese American who had been working at a 

small consulting company in research analysis. Kyle said: 

My dad coached. Of course he put me in a couple sports I hated. That was a little 

traumatizing…My dad's a jock. He's a wrestler ... He's from Iowa, so wrestling's 

really big in Iowa. And I think he came in third place in the all-city 

championships or something. I think he got offered some wrestling scholarships to 

college which he declined 'cause he wanted to go to a different school. So he first 

got us into baseball. Which I thought was boring, and just awful. Oh no, first he 

tried soccer. And I was so bad at it, I only played one season. Then I played 

baseball, which I was not terrible at, but I just didn't care that much about it so I 

wasn't ever gonna be very good. And then I had to play basketball which I was 

also very terrible at. And finally, I think when I was in fifth grade or something, 

finally my mom was like, "You don't seem to like any of these sports. What would 

you like to do." And I was like, "I wanna take gymnastics"…Then the next thing I 

did was tennis. Which I love. 

Kyle went on to express regret that he hadn’t been given an option to choose what sport 

he wanted to do earlier. It was Kyle’s mom, not his dad, that eventually helped him to get 

involved with tennis. He said he would have loved to do gymnastics, but by the time he 

started in fifth grade he felt like he hadn’t been able to develop the necessary balance to 

compete at his age.  I heard similar regrets from other respondents, like Chris and John. 

Chris said: 
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I grew up playing the piano, the cello, and studying, and all that good stuff. I was 

never really given the opportunity to excel as an athlete, even though I think I 

could have been a lot better. Ultimately, just frankly, in American society, that's 

what's valued. Right? Not only socially, but I think just also, well, yeah, socially, 

but I think socially, but I think the social stuff also informs and influences how 

you do professionally…I know a lot of people who have advanced because they 

have been able to talk football or been able to go golf. I was never given those 

opportunities when I was little. 

John was a 36-year-old, 2nd generation, heterosexual, Korean American lawyer. He often 

talked about how much he had loved basketball when he was growing up. In high school 

he dreamed of playing professional basketball. Even though he was tall and athletic, he 

couldn’t play college basketball, and instead played basketball several times a week in a 

sports league. 

Like Kyle, Vanil and Preston also talked about being forced to do sports that they 

weren’t interested in. Vanil said, “when I was little it was soccer but that's like a forced 

thing…I don't actually remember like how I got into soccer in the first place, but I played 

for a few years…I don't remember asking to play soccer. I was very young. I remember 

playing soccer and not being good at it or like interested in it.” Preston said he and his 

sister were encouraged to do extracurriculars by their parents. Both his parents were 

engineers. Preston said,  

When I was young, I wanted to try different things and they were okay with it. I 

mean, obviously, they pushed me towards music but I didn't like it. At some point, 

swimming is what I was doing and there were a few points I wanted to quit…they 

would ask me what I was going to do, and when I said I didn't know, they were 

like unless you have a good reason, you can't quit…I can't remember if I skipped 
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swim practice, or if they knew about it, but it was my freshman year in high 

school and they thought I was hanging with the wrong crowd. Or, my dad thought 

I was hanging with the wrong crowd, and I was trying to quit swimming and not 

going to practice, something like that where he grounded me for an entire 

semester and wouldn't let me hang out with certain friends. 

Responses to Restrictive Immigrant Parenting 

The Asian American men in my study experienced regulation of their peer group 

and extracurricular activities in ways not described by the white men in my study. Asian 

immigrant parents did not have the social, economic, or cultural capital to invest in their 

son’s athletic activities, in the way the respondents wished. In response to these 

constraints that they experienced in childhood, the adult Asian American men in my 

study worked first to secure a stable job and high income, and then invested and highly 

valued the time and resources they spent in extracurricular activities. Even the middle-

aged men, who had not yet reached the stable job or security they wanted, continued to 

talk about how they would value those opportunities before trying to get married or have 

children. Derek said: 

I like exercising and playing sports…My travels are going to be based upon 

hiking…it's really hard to keep yourself entertained as an adult. So, there's the 

occasional recreational drug use. Not very often. Biking. There's more hobbies 

that I'd like to get into, but in general I think my taste is very expensive. I want to 

get my pilot's license. I would like to rally race, which is off road racing… If I had 

to do my life over again, I would have spent my 20s seeking adventure. Literally 

doing what I want. Traveling…In a lot of ways I made a mistake. Most of my 

dream jobs and generally things that I've been doing is life risking sports…I was 

thinking about being a fighter pilot at the age of 19 because I had the general 
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characteristics of it. Good at math. Good at thinking on the fly. Had good 

resilience. Good eyesight. So, a lot of the sports I wish that could have been my 

dream jobs rely on those kind of things… that's one of the other reasons why I 

want to be financially secure because if I become financially secure, one of the 

hobbies I would immediately start doing is rally racing. It's a very dangerous 

sport, but at the same time, it's very, very fun. 

Hegemonic masculinity is a socially contextualized set of idealized discursive and 

material practices. Although few men can actually embody these ideals that also change 

over time and place, many men are invested in reinforcing these ideals and benefit from 

their complicity. In the previous quote, Derek mostly describes activities and traits that 

would be associated with a dominant form of masculinity. Although Derek describes the 

life he wishes he had, it was clear from his interview that he had very little time to 

actually pursue any of these activities. His daily schedule revolved around his dynamic 

and demanding work schedule. Even though we will hear how he talks about his plans for 

marriage and dating, like many of the men in my study, it seems like financial security 

would lead to an extended period of enjoying leisure rather than sacrificing comfort and 

convenience for the messy commitments of marriage or children.  

Particularly for the men who were not married, leisure took on specific forms. 

Several of the men were regularly committed to weightlifting and were particularly 

knowledgeable and aware of the ways they could change the physicality of their bodies. 

Several of the men spent regular time and money learning social dancing, poker, cooking, 

snowboarding, traveling, rock climbing, and playing in basketball or soccer leagues.  

Notably, the men who I talked to who were seriously looking to get married, were 

engaged, or were married did not participate in any of these activities.  

Forming an Identity: Finding Friends and Fitting in 
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In the earlier quote from Preston, he talks about how his dad tried to keep him 

from seeing certain friends that his father considered to be a bad influence on him. We 

also heard in earlier chapters how friend groups and academic outcomes substantially 

changed for Jimmy and Drake, when their parents moved them from poor neighborhoods 

to middle-class neighborhoods. Adam said, “I think my dad was a little restrictive, but it's 

cool…Being worried about going out with friends, that sort of thing. Not wanting me to 

go out with certain people…Safety.” The Asian American men in my study experienced 

changes across very different friend groups while growing up. Chris reflected on how his 

friend groups had changed from childhood to adulthood 

I never really interacted with any black people. My parents were pretty overtly 

racist growing up toward Latinos and more so black folks…I didn't really make 

my first black friend until I was in college…My partner, my husband, he's 

Mexican American…All of them [my friends] are black and Hispanic… I also 

think that I have like a self-hating bias because a lot of Asians that I grew up with 

were homophobic... I'm more hesitant to come out to Asian people than I am other 

races, especially with men just because I never really know exactly how they'll 

react. I think sometimes I'll see my brother…or just someone I grew up with that 

used to say like "gay" or "fag"…With Asians in general, I usually really scope you 

out until I really get to know you and know what you're about before I'll out 

myself…I've never really had a very close Asian friend since I've come out ... The 

close friends I do have who are Asian are from my high school and I'm not even 

out to them. I don't think they would really care but there's just something about it 

that strikes a little bit closer to home for me where I'm like, "Fuck, are you telling 

my parents?" Even though it's like crazy. 
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The Asian American men talked about carrying distrust from childhood into adulthood in 

their relationship formation. In an earlier chapter, Jimmy talked about one of the main 

reasons he moved out of the Midwest was because he wanted to be around more 

diversity. He talked about growing up with black friends in a poor neighborhood where 

police were always profiling them. He said that those experiences stayed with him even 

when his parents moved them into a white neighborhood. He said his closest friends have 

always been black.  

I was just getting sick and tired of being around all white people…I actually think 

it has a lot to do with my experience growing up in an all-black school. I identify 

myself a lot with the black community…I grew up around a white neighborhood... 

I experienced racism from both races. All different type of racist, right? Black, 

white, Mexicans, they all express their racism toward me. But I don't know, I 

guess I almost identify myself not so much as non-white as that I'm opposed to 

white…  

In the earlier work chapter, Jimmy described how his preference to not work with a white 

mentor led him to develop a relationship with the one more experienced black mentor 

available to him. This relationship led to him getting his current job, when he decided to 

move from the Midwest.  

I feel like most of the time at work, during work, we speak about non-work stuff… 

we've been talking pretty much all day lately because he actually hooked me up 

with another freelance gig, so I'm working with him on that too... I see him as a 

friend, but I can't necessarily say if he would say the same thing about me. I think 

that he feels that way too, but you know how guys are, they're too tough for that 

stuff, right. I think that's kind of a common theme throughout my friendships with 

guys in general in the past, or at least ones who obviously are close friends. Like 
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I've always had a best friend that was black. Never had a best friend that was 

white. They all had difficulty expressing their emotions or whatever, or how they 

really feel or whatever. Whereas I'm the total opposite I'm actually pretty upfront.  

Jimmy describes how masculinity can make it difficult to establish friendships. Several 

Asian American men described similar challenges, although many of them did not see 

lack of close friendships as a problem, but more like a norm. Jared said: 

I don't think I have closest friends. I think that's more of a concept of the past, in 

general. I mean, in general, when you think about social media too, things are not 

defined the same way anymore as before in the past. So people have periods of 

time when they're close or not close to each other. And I think that's fine too. You 

don't always need to be close to someone to call them a friend.  

Jared said that his closest friends were part of a culture-based professional organization. 

He said that aside from work, those were the people he spent the most time with. Jacob 

said that he didn’t have time for friends outside of work. “I don't really spend time with 

people outside of work. I have a couple of friends that I mentioned that work at the 

university that I'll do dinner with maybe once a week…and then my sister would be a 

third person.” If Jacob was to have friends, they would seemingly have to be work-

related.  

Greg described having a very close relationship with his mother and almost no 

relationship with his father. He was extremely studious while growing up and all the way 

through his PhD program. Only after graduating had he gotten into weightlifting and, 

with the encouragement of his mother, he was trying to establish friendships with 

younger members of a culture-based professional community.  

I was never really very gifted socially anyway, like I think especially once you 

start working. Like when you're in school, it's a lot easier because you have 
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classmates and there's obvious people that you would interact with. Once you 

start working, especially like when you don't work in a really young company, it's 

harder to find people to interact with socially because a lot of your coworkers 

may be married with kids and they have to go home and they don't want to do 

stuff on the weekends. So I guess [inaudible] just sort of a natural group where 

there are a lot of people in similar life situations that wanted to go do events and 

stuff like that. And it was accessible, I knew people in the group already, so that 

was sort of why initially I decided to go out to some of their events. I guess like a 

lot of ... I mean, the group was welcoming. I think we do have similar 

backgrounds, most of the people are second generations in this country, so we 

relate in a lot of ways. And I guess they are doing events that kind of resonate 

with me. 

Greg describes a low-quality convenience group of friends. Similarly, when he was 

younger, his mother introduced him to friends through her ethnic-based ties. While these 

friends had grown up and moved away, or had families of their own, now Greg was 

trying to develop a new social group using a similar ethnic-based strategy. Ryder was a 

33-year-old, Taiwanese, software engineer. Ryder said: 

I think that because of the way that they [my parents] brought us up, kind of led to 

me and my brother being pretty independent, which I think is a good thing... I 

don't know if there's some deep sadness factor that's gonna come out and pass 

onto my kids or something… I'm not really close with a lot of people. I think it's 

more of my personality. That bugs me sometimes just because it's hard for me to 

find genuine interest or genuine connections with another person in general, and 

that includes my family. Most of my relatives now are like acquaintances. I don't 

know why that is. That bugs me because I don't want to be that type of person, but 
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at the same time, I really like being alone sometimes. I don't have roommates. I 

should be renting this place to get some income, but for some reason, I just prefer 

the space sometimes.  

Many of the Asian American men who weren’t married said that spending time with 

friends was a way they would use their free time. When asked further about who these 

people were and how they would spend time with them, it became clear that close 

friendships were mostly about doing immediate activities together as a group. Very few 

of the Asian American men had answers for who they would share really good or bad 

news with or if friends were a central part of life’s ups and downs. Vanil said: 

Yeah, so actually my close friends aren't very good for emotional support. Like 

after my last break up…I was in Europe so like I texted them and then like I get 

the text back. I laugh about it now I could show you. They’re just like, "What?" 

It's a one-word answer. And I was like, "Breakups." And they're like, "What?" 

And I linked to the Wikipedia article to breakups and that was the end of the 

conversation… I felt let down there a little bit. I definitely wanted more support 

then. I also didn't expect wanting the support… 

In the quote, Vanil mentions that he hadn’t expected to want support from his friends, 

and he was surprised by the lack of it. Even his description of how he thought he was 

asking for support from his friends seems unclear and incomplete; I could imagine it was 

hard for his friends to know over text that he wanted to talk to them about how he was 

feeling after the breakup. In the two previous quotes, both Greg and Ryder talk about the 

difficulty of making friends and the lack of close friends. They wonder if these 

experiences are inherent, immutable, and inherited by connecting these observations to a 

persistent part of their lives, from their parents, their personalities, and something that 

could be passed on to children. In a later section on dating experiences, the respondent 
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quotes from Asian American men continue a similar pattern of trying to understand the 

challenges they have with forming close relationships, by wondering whether it is an 

individual and immutable personality trait that they have inherited, instead of something 

that they could change or have learned differently.  

Developing Friendship within Family 

A few of the Asian American men described closer relationships with extended 

family that they had grown up with. Vanil and Jimmy both talked about these friendships 

with cousins that they still valued more than the immediate siblings or ties that they had 

with their parents. Most of the Asian American men said that their relationships with 

siblings was fraught with conflict but many of them said they grew closer to siblings as 

adults. Many of the men compared their relationships with sisters to relationships with 

their mothers.   

In an earlier chapter, we heard how Vanil spent part of his childhood growing up 

with extended family in India. Vanil said that brought him closer to extended family but 

also distanced him from his parents in the U.S. His younger sister also spent time 

growing up in India. Vanil said: 

I have a younger sister…We're seven years apart. Growing up we had like very 

little, hardly any relationship. I wouldn't say we weren't even that friendly to each 

other. Now that we're both adults. I went to college when she was in elementary 

school... she was also sent to India for a few years. So like we missed those years 

I guess of bonding maybe. But now that we're both adults now we're a lot closer 

and we've been getting a lot closer…I have two cousins and my sister and we sort 

of grew up together almost as siblings…they're in Houston. Okay and then there's 

also another cousin in India. Because I was sent to India and he was also raised 

by my grandmother. My grandmother raised a lot of people. So he was like an 
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older brother when I was there. But growing up in Houston it was me, my sister, 

and two cousins that we saw each other a lot.  

In an earlier chapter, Vanil also said that he was becoming closer to his mother as an 

adult, and that he knew she was making efforts to share more of her personal life with 

him. Vanil contrasted his mother and sister to his father, especially in regard to their 

ability to care for other people and to maintain relationships with other people. When I 

asked Vanil what the most important thing was that he learned from his father, he said: 

Honestly some of the biggest things too I guess are sad…like the negative of how 

he talked like and how I learned I shouldn't be like that..how he faced some other 

members of my family. But that's more like the contrast with my mom…she was 

more expressive than my dad I guess. Would kiss us goodnight every night and 

like every morning when she went to work well into high school…I wasn't open 

with either of my parents. I don't think my dad really cared but my mom probably 

cared a lot. That changed a lot I guess when I got older probably 'cause she 

started opening up more to me about a lot things, like sometimes her relationship 

with my dad and their marriage…But I still wasn't sharing a lot more…I just 

never felt comfortable sharing on like a lot of stuff that I would talk to my friends 

about… I definitely know some friends who talk a lot with their moms about stuff, 

or parents... It's not like the norm for me…I wasn't given a lot of information from 

my parents... even like family stuff. Like when my uncle died I wasn't told. So they 

hid a lot of stuff from me that I wished they hadn't. So they weren't open with me 

and I wasn't open with them…like I never like told her [my mom] about dating or 

relationships. Except actually until the last relationship I was in…that was like 

the first time I'd ever told her about anyone I was dating. That was like when I 

was 28…There's the dichotomy between my sister's relationship with my mom and 
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my relationship with my mom. My sister shares a lot more …she's [my mom] very 

caring. She's even closer to some of my dad's siblings than my dad is, because she 

puts in that effort to like care about people…I think I got a lot of that [empathy] 

from my mom. I just see the contrast with my dad I guess... my sister's a lot like 

my mom too. She like cares about even other people in our family. People she has 

no relationship with.  

Similar to Vanil, several other Asian American respondents talked about a pattern of 

relationships with sisters and mothers that they did not experience with their fathers and 

brothers. The respondents felt that when they were growing up, they knew that their 

parents privileged them in many ways, like with financial resources, support for their 

education, and independence that their sisters were not allowed to have. Some of the 

respondents also felt that they had greater responsibility to their parents than their sisters 

to make good on those privileges by securing jobs with steady and high incomes. Derek 

said: 

I see all the stuff that my Mom went through because of those gender stereotypes 

and all the stuff that my sister goes through and gender stereotypes in my 

extended family... My Mom and Dad always favored me because I was male. And 

so I would get sick and tired of my sister complaining about that to me…another 

reason why it's very heavy on my family is that my Dad had four siblings, all 

sisters. And of those four sisters, of those five siblings I'm the only male child… 

Everyone's focus is on the last male descendant. Like I don't give a crap about the 

name. Chen is like 40% of the fricking South Korean population. It's like I don't 

need to further the Chen name…we get that kind of pressure, and I just don't like 

it. I don't like it in the sense that I don't like getting that pressure, but I also don't 
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like seeing my sister get [put down] by all of my family, when she's really done 

nothing to deserve that just because she's a female. 

As adults, some of these men expressed awareness, even without explicit conversations 

about the topic, that they were the financial security for their parents and sisters. Derek 

said: 

it's really just financial security for myself but also for my mother. Also for my 

sister as well. She's doing okay, but I'd like to provide her with better 

opportunities that she can't afford herself…her major is actually in education 

with a minor in social work. And so, nowadays without a master’s degree, it's 

very hard to find a decent-paying job in that field…She was permanently working 

at law offices. There just wasn't enough room to move up without furthering her 

education. So, she's making a transition into real estate. And if I'm able to provide 

her with a certain level of capital to play around in the real estate field, she could 

potentially not only be a real estate agent but be able to flip houses … So, it 

would be kind of a joint venture kind of thing…Me and my sister and my mother 

all live within 15 minutes of each other…I have this very deep fear of abandoning 

my mother and moving somewhere else…I wanted to move out of Austin for years, 

and feel like I need to take my Mom…my sister is here, too… It's just hard 

because I feel like I did so many things wrong with my Dad. 

Derek’s father had passed away while Derek was starting college, which led Derek to 

drop out of school to support his mother and sister. Derek described having a difficult 

relationship with his father and wished that they could have had a different relationship 

before he passed away. Similar to Derek, Drake described fighting with his sister all the 

time when they were younger but having a better relationship as adults. When I asked 

Drake about how he and his sister were planning to care for their parents, he said that she 
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might provide the physical care but he would provide the family’s financial means, not 

that they had ever talked about that plan.  

I mean my sister is living locally, so my sister is the one that's gonna be more or 

less handling most of it. I guess I've pretty much decided my career is important, 

'cause essentially I'm going to be taking care of me and my sister at some point, 

and probably my parents…Like financially taking care of. I mean my sister does 

work, but she doesn't make as much as she needs to to have a good life…Not right 

now, but I think in the future, I will have to, especially when my parents stop 

working…Well I guess I don't know that, I just know I'm gonna have to do it. It 

comes family first, right, like if my parents have to go to the hospital for ... with 

large medical bills, she's not gonna be able to fund that. So I'm gonna have to 

step in and take care of that…That's like just maybe the oldest son mentality I 

guess, like you're just gonna be the one taking care of that family, whatever that 

means…I mean I would love to physically go, but that really depends on one, if 

work is able to support that.  

Drake went on to talk about how even though he and his sister had a better relationship as 

adults, the competition and conflicts that they had as children reflecting gender and age 

differences “flipped” in meaning as adults.   

It was terrible. We fought all the time. Maybe I resented her [my sister], as a 

younger person, because she always got what she wanted…anytime we fought, 

like I was the only one getting whipped and blamed and slapped around, 'cause 

I'm the older and I should be responsible... Somewhere things flipped, I'm not 

sure, it's probably around like college maybe, where I noticed that my parents 

favored me a lot more. And that definitely comes across still, like every time I go 

home my sister makes a comment, "Oh, the prince is home."...as we've gotten 
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older, things are better…The other part of it was I felt like as we'd gotten older, 

my parents' business became much better, so they were more financially able to 

provide for her and things that she wanted…Like when I was growing up, they 

were just a waitress and a cook at restaurants. By the time my sister was growing 

up, they owned their own restaurant, and they were making their own 

business…Maybe they were proud of me. Like they just saw that I was succeeding 

in life, and maybe they liked that. Maybe it was always there, and I just finally 

saw it…I guess they catered more to what I liked... I only see them once a year 

after college. So every time I go back, they always make my favorite foods… 

Like Vanil, Jordan had a younger sister who was substantially younger than him. Jordan 

said he was very close to her and close to his mom but agreed on very little with his dad. 

I asked him who he would share especially good or bad news with and he said: 

I would probably share it with friends. Then probably my sister. Then with my 

mom. [my sister] She's much younger. She's 11 years younger than me. I was 

probably out of the house as she grew up. Her childhood. Even when I left the 

house we were still pretty close…Probably immigrant family. My parents had me 

when they were young. Then they moved somewhere else and needed some time to 

settle in. Then had a second child…I was probably more of a parental figure. 

Now, we're getting closer in sibling type stuff…We spend time with our parents. 

Sometimes we'll go out to dinner. We text…go to a movie …Most of my family is 

in Taiwan. I know all of them. I don't know if I'm super close. There's a couple 

cousins that I know who, when I go back to Taiwan, I will spend more time with 

them. [my father] He was not distanced, but very traditional father. I don't think 

we have a very good relationship. That's probably held throughout the years… 
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While gender and age are important status structures within Asian immigrant families 

(Chung 2016), the immigrant experience itself shifted these structures in distinct ways. 

Many of the Asian American talked about families moving at least once from poor 

neighborhoods to richer neighborhoods during their youth. Depending on when siblings 

were born, there could be substantial age gaps of more than four years, and substantially 

different socioeconomic and parenting experiences in childhood. In the previous quote, 

Jordan feels close to his younger sister, but in a parental role that maybe his father was 

unable to fulfill for her emotionally. Like Vanil and Jimmy, Jordan and Jacob also 

mentioned developing friends from extended family in childhood, when they were raised 

with cousins in their grandparents' homes. Jacob said: 

I do have a large extended family, so both my parents have siblings and they live 

in the same neighborhood…my cousins were my best friends growing up. My 

parents were obviously comfortable with me hanging out with them, going to their 

houses. They weren't as comfortable with me going to non-familial houses and so 

due to that my friends ended up being my cousins. People I was related to, so I 

kind of grew up with them, but I'm closest to my parents and sister… I would 

probably call her [my sister] my best friend. I talk to her often… I'm a mama's 

boy…so her [my mom’s] profession is she's a nurse. I think that plays out at home 

too. She's a very nurturing, nursing, caring type of mother…this is like Asian 

moms in general, always asking about like did you eat today? Are you sick? 

That's like her first question to me every night, but yeah. I love my mom. We have 

a good relationship…I think they [my parents] joke about it. They say, "Oh yeah, 

when we're 70 years old you'll take care of me." But they've been in retirement 

plans and they have 401Ks…I think they're financially stable. I think there is an 

indebtedness though that my sister and I feel because they were the immigrants, 
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they brought us up, we have our liberties and freedoms and this opportunity 

because of them, so I think we will undoubtedly provide for them in any way we 

can without them asking, but no, they haven’t shared it yet that we need to be 

financially responsible in any way. 

Jacob identified as queer and said that he had come out to his sister but not to his parents. 

Notably, Rodney also identified as gay and said that he was out to his sister but not to his 

parents. Two other Asian American men, Kyle and Chris who were gay described 

troubled relationships with their brothers. Kyle’s parents knew that he was gay and while 

he had a close relationship with his mom, he described not being able to connect with or 

understand his father. Chris had not come out to his parents or his brother because he felt 

that they would not be able to accept his gay identity and did not think the discussion was 

worth the cost to their relationships. Rodney said that when he came out to his parents he 

offered to cut himself off from his family. Rodney said: 

I have one sibling, one year younger, a sister…We're very tight emotionally, very 

supportive of each other …very accepting of me being gay and accepting of 

decisions I make as I am accepting of hers. I will say that the difference between 

male and female was quite transparent from the get-go since pre-school. How you 

are treated, cultural expectations of a girl versus a boy, academic expectations, 

girl versus a boy, blah, blah, blah. Those traditional gender stereotypes did 

persist…I wish that they would have treated both of us more similar and had 

similar expectations…The difficult part also, what emphasized some of that was 

that, I am first born, only a year older, but because of that and because I was 

gifted early on, that put a lot of pressure onto my younger sibling, my sister, and 

that was, I think, unfair, because then everyone expects the sister to be exactly 

like the older child…understand culturally, the expectations were reasonable. 
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Thankfully I was able to rise to those expectations and that pressure, but I can 

see, based on my personal life experience interacting with other second-

generation Asians, and then professionally [as a psychologist] see that too, that 

not everyone is able to meet those expectations and meet that kind of pressure and 

exceed it. I kind of imagine how disappointing and how psychologically damaging 

those kinds of intense pressures can be if you cannot achieve them. I was counting 

my blessings in that sense.  

From an earlier chapter, Rodney talked about how he felt that his multicultural 

upbringing gave him an ability to compartmentalize his life in advantageous ways for his 

work. He talked about how being able to simultaneously translate and navigate the adult 

world for his parents helped him to learn how to emotionally keep heartbreak from his 

life outside work separate from his workflow. Throughout his interview he talked about 

embracing challenges like the visibility of being an Asian man running for office in 

Texas or coming out to his culturally conservative Asian parents about being gay. 

Similarly, when faced with the expectations of his parents of a first-born son, he felt that 

he was gifted in his ability to rise to the challenge.  

Angie Chung (2016) writes about how in the Asian immigrant families that she 

interviewed, gender and age hierarchies were not immutable. For example, not every 

first-born son could perform like Rodney, and sometimes there was no first-born son 

available to fill the role of financial security or responsible parent, when actual parents 

weren’t around. Similarly, in my interviews Tanden, who was a second-generation 

Vietnamese immigrant and the youngest of three siblings in a Vietnamese family, 

described being closer to his parents than his sisters. Tanden said: 

There was this new little children activity…The jungle gym, where you'd have to 

pay and go there?...It got pricey…Some parents wanted to pay for that. But I 
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remember wanting to go, and my mom was like, "I don't think we can go." I said, 

"Why not?" My sister, who was a little bit older, looked at me…she's like, "You're 

not thinking about it. We don't have the money."… [My parents] They're both the 

youngest of their families. I'm the youngest, so I connect with them. My oldest 

sister, I wish I could change something there, because she is closed off a lot. I 

can't talk to her as easily as I can with my mom…I pick up the phone, and I ask 

[Catherine] how she's doing, or I just say, "Hello," and she says, "What do you 

want?"…it takes me a while to be like, "I'm just talking to catch up." She's like, 

"Oh, okay." [The other sister] She's like, "I don't wanna hear it if you do this. No 

pity party. This is tough love, I know, but I'm gonna hang up the phone right now 

if you keep saying this.”… she knows where I've been, she wants me to be better. 

She wants me to be stronger. She's like, "[Tanden], you should learn this already. 

You need to move on."  

Tanden said that he felt closer to his parents than his sisters because they were also 

youngest children in their families. He also described his mother as more nurturing than 

his sisters. His sisters were either closed off or tough on him and he said he preferred 

nurturing rather than tough love. Tyler a third-generation, Chinese American, who had a 

successful career in law, talked about being the youngest of three children. His brother 

and sister were much older than him and, similar to Drake’s earlier explanation about his 

sister, Tyler had a more comfortable socioeconomic and relaxed parenting experience 

than his older siblings. Tyler said. “I don't think, for me, I wasn't afraid of them [my 

parents]. It's just... I think things, because the medical practice had been very stable by 

that time. I'm sure he [my father] had different relationships with my brother and 

sister… Well, I know they had more conflict with Dad.” He went on to explain that his 

father wasn’t an easy person to get along with and that his medical practice was insecure 
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while his brother and sister were growing up. He also said the Vietnam war greatly 

affected his older brother -- his ties to work were insecure and their father had put Tyler 

as co-trustee instead of his brother over the money that they wanted to leave for their 

children. Tyler went on to say that by being the youngest and by having parents who 

were financially secure, his father had more time to spend with him, and compared to his 

siblings he had an easy relationship with his parents. Tyler went on to say: 

I was a very stable deal. I did well in school. Did high school speech and debate 

and all that stuff, and so, there really wasn't any conflict at all. I wasn't a bad kid. 

I was the last one,..My brother's the opposite. And he grew up in, maybe it's just 

the time period in which we grew up, because he was in the 60s, really. He was in 

high school in the 70s, early 70s. But he has the Vietnam War stuff, so he was 

alcoholic and drug addict and got cleaned up and goes to AA every day. But he's 

pretty much a trust-baby kind of guy. He doesn't work anymore. He worked for a 

while, and so I'm co-trustee on his trust, so's my sister. But he is really smart and 

he's very sensitive and really a great person, just probably's never going to do the 

work that I'll do. And he doesn't seem to resent it that my parents made me one of 

the co-trustees over his stuff. My sister is more introverted and she was moody til 

she had breast cancer, then after her cancer treatments, she's much more 

pleasant. I don't know whether she's... For my brother, he was always looking for 

the blessing of my dad. Just wanted the approval. My sister didn't care, it didn't 

seem like. And so when my dad was ill, she didn't go down and see him. When my 

mom got ill and got hospitalized in February, January, she was here. So all of this 

stuff where all of our personalities are different. But she came through and she 

was with Mom every day with my wife…we were in different phases of my parents' 
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lives, so maybe I'm more extroverted and open because they were comfortable 

where they were financially.  

While Tyler described an older brother, who was always looking for their father’s 

approval, Kyle described an older brother with anger problems like their father. I asked 

Kyle about his relationship with his older brother. He said: 

We were very different. When we were younger. I think there's some resentment 

there. I think he always felt like I got treated better than he did. He had a bad 

temper… they used to tease him and call him Taz. 'Cause he would just get angry 

and throw food…three or something when he first started talking. I think a lot of 

the frustration was not being able to express himself…Those little things they 

never go away. I think he always felt like he was not good enough…some of it 

continues to this day…My brother and I have a good relationship, it's not 

particularly close. We have had some conflicts over the past. And it's mainly been 

around family stuff…my mom still tells me he's very judgmental towards me. I've 

not heard anything from him…He's gone through some stuff. He's gone through 

divorce… Certainly part of the things he confronted me on, there's certainly truth 

to it. It's just like I don't know if I need that judgment… I wish that me and my 

brother just talk more. Just call each other more, or like a little bit more engaged 

with each other... It feels weird just not to feel like that not connected to your dad 

especially because there aren't really any problems, and of course being really 

close with my mom. But my dad's just like, such a weirdo I don't know. 

Chris said that he was closer to his brother than when they were growing up but that he 

couldn’t bring himself to tell his brother he was gay even though he thought his brother 

wouldn’t care. He said: 
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I could probably come out to my brother and I don't think he would really care…I 

just haven't actually felt the need to have that conversation with him quite yet. 

We're not really close. We've gotten closer since we've gotten, recently, because 

of my dad's health issues, and because of my mom's mental health issues. [My 

brother] he has a pretty bad temper…it was kind of difficult for me to work with 

him sometimes. He would certainly throw like "that's gay," or stuff like that 

around when he was little or when we were growing up. He'd call people fags and 

stuff like that. But even like, like more recently he was talking about living in [San 

Francisco], and he was like, "…I'm not homophobic or anything, but it's just like 

some of these guys are like making out in front of me and that's like 

gross."…where I'm like ah, I don't even want to have that conversation with you. I 

see you once a year, I see you twice a year. We text every now and then just 

mainly about our parents. There's no point for me to like get into the personals of 

who I am…The only stuff that they really ever know about is like work stuff. I 

don't ever talk about my personal life…so much about life is like relationships, 

right? So it's like I can't talk to them about my husband. I can't talk to them about 

like who I'm dating or whoever they think I'm dating or stuff like that…my brother 

doesn't really ask. My mom and my dad every now and then will ask about who 

I'm dating and stuff like that, and I usually just kind of avoid the topic or I'll just 

be like, "Oh, I'm too busy at work." But I've also gotten really good at re-routing 

conversations, and like making sure that our conversation only lasts so long so 

that we don't get into that. I'll ask them a lot of questions about what's going on in 

their lives, and usually that'll take like 15 minutes and I'm like, "Okay, got to get 

off." That's kind of where I'm at.  
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In these past chapters we’ve heard a theme of Asian American men feeling frustrated 

around being able to express themselves, to be seen, and to have visibility in their work 

and their relationships. Some of these men describe fathers who had language barriers 

and whose wives and children developed facility with English and were able to access 

employment and cultural knowledge that they could not. Facility with English, lower 

status but available jobs, and cultural knowledge and connection to community resources, 

helped mothers to establish comfortable relationships with their sons in ways that sons 

could not connect with their fathers during childhood and into adulthood. Landon said: 

I know my mother, for lack of better term, loves me the most, because I'm the 

youngest. I'm the only son. The mother/son relationship in my family is pretty 

strong. Of course, many Asian parents look toward the son to provide in their old 

age…So it was very hard to take on that sort of responsibility, especially because 

I'm the youngest by far. My sisters and I are very far apart…they're a lot more 

established, they're a lot more financially secure, they're a lot more ahead in 

terms of both career and retirement and finances… they knew that my time was 

unpaid, so they gave me money to help out…They helped the family out by helping 

me…but in terms of being the son who needs to take care of parents and put a 

roof over their head, I feel like in a way I failed, because I just bought my house, 

yet my parents aren't living in it. However, I also believe that my parents have 

kind of changed their feelings about that. After being in the States for so long, 

they realize how much I've struggled over the last 10 years… Both of them, 

they're divorced. My biological mother and father…they've told me individually, 

"You know, as long as you're taking care of yourself, that's all we care about. 

Don't worry about us." I bought the house with them in mind. I told them 

that…but they appreciate the fact that I want to be the honorable son and take 



 161 

care of them. I think both parents and I have grown in that aspect, and our 

feelings have changed.  

Like a few of the earlier respondents, Landon experienced a substantial age gap between 

himself and his siblings. He was also aware in his racial community that there were 

gender expectations that he provide financially for his family despite the age differences 

between himself and his older sisters. Like in previous quotes, the symbolism of buying a 

house for his parents to live with him has significant meaning for him and his relationship 

with his parents even though they are not actually living in the house. Previous 

respondents noted that like Larry’s parents, parents would still ask if children would take 

them in, even when they were able to financially provide for themselves. The symbolism 

of the agreement and the material reality of financial and relationship preparation on the 

son’s end signifies the culturally discursive and materially distributive reality of race in 

the U.S. These respondents describe how the process of immigration shapes emotional 

and material culture in these families (Chung 2016; Ong 1999; Park 2005).  

Learning to Partner, Learning to Parent 

In line with research on gender and immigration in Asian diaspora (Espiritu 2003, 

2009; Thai 2003), Asian American men in the study described a gendered emotional and 

material culture responsive to the immigration experience. While sons were expected to 

be at least financially independent and ideally financially supportive for the family of 

origin, daughters were expected to provide financial support for the family but were 

expected to provide unpaid reproductive labor, for aging parents.  

Respondents described relationships with fathers characterized by distance in 

several ways. Fathers could be physically distant, absent because of work and physically 

distant in regard to physical affection. Fathers were also conversationally, culturally, and 

emotionally distant, due to language and cultural misunderstandings. Although 
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hegemonic masculinity in many cultures might prescribe emotionally distant fathers, 

other culturally compatible resources in community, or extended family might fill the 

distance or provide context that most of these Asian American men did not have access 

to.  

Meanwhile, the Asian American men described mothers who did most of the 

reproductive labor in the family regardless of whether they were doing or not doing paid 

labor as well. Reproductive labor included maintaining relationships with family 

overseas, building new relationships in the U.S., childrearing, and managing the 

emotional and material environment of home and schedule of family life (Glenn 1992). A 

few of the men whose extended family raised them while their parents worked did not 

feel close to either parent but held more affection for their mothers than the outright 

dislike they had for their fathers. More importantly, these men thought they had grown 

closer to their mothers as adults, whereas their relationship with their fathers had not 

changed, and they did not expect that relationship to change. A few of the men did prefer 

their relationship with their father over their mothers. These men connected with their 

fathers through their ambition and work ethic. They were the most proud and adamant 

proponents of their work productivity as a value they had learned from their fathers.  

All of the Asian American men said that if their parents had problems in their 

marriage it was kept hidden from them. Many of them did not realize until well into 

adulthood that their mothers were unhappy or that the relationships they saw were not 

what most American women would want in their romantic relationships. Greg said: 

Yeah, so I was much closer with my mom. So she was, because my dad wasn't 

around she was kind of a constant fixture in my life, so she wasn't a single mom, 

my parents never divorced, but there were definitely times growing up where she 

essentially had to raise me like a single mother, a single working mother. But 
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there were lots of things that she would shield me from, and I think as I grew 

older, I grew to appreciate that more. 

Greg’s mother had recently passed away. Her passing was significant because she was 

the person Greg was closest to in his whole life and she had both protected him and 

pushed him in a way that no one else in his life had. When I asked Greg about what 

dating was like for him. He said: 

I don't. I have been meaning to start but I guess, I don't know, it's hard to meet 

people so I think one thing I was considering was finally trying out dating 

apps…part of me was also waiting until I had finished the PhD and I had moved 

out… if you're on a first date with someone, you don't want to say, "I live at home 

with my parents." But I guess with my mom passing away, it's also sort of made 

me back off of that…like I'll probably at least give myself to the end of the year 

just because I don't feel like I'm in a great mindset to deal with all of that right 

now…Like there were some blind dates that I had setup through like people my 

mom knew when I was a PhD student… she would have friends that had maybe 

like say a niece or something and they would approach my mom because my mom 

went to a …Buddhist temple…most of the people in that temple know me from 

when I was really young…sometimes people would approach my mom and 

sometimes I would say no but then every now and then my mom would push back 

about, "You need to actually go out there and start dating," so I would say yes on 

occasion.  

Greg’s mom put him above everything else in her life. He described countless times 

when she sacrificed her own comfort or wants for what she perceived he wanted or would 

be better for him. While most of the Asian American men did not feel close to their 

fathers and a few of them were outright critical of them as parents, only a few of the men 
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were explicit about whether they felt their mothers and sisters had been treated unfairly 

because of their gender. Through growing up in American culture these men were aware 

of the cultural ideal for marriage and family relationships, including love, friendship, 

involved parenthood, and egalitarian marriage, but they had little knowledge of their own 

parents’ past lives, marital relationship, or guidance from their parents on how to make 

friends or date outside of kin or ethnic ties.  As a result, many men learn to expect female 

devotion and care, self-sacrifice, and loyalty, while lacking role models in how to 

reciprocate in loving supportive ways. So dating and partnering became significant 

problems for many of these men. 

Dating 

When I began interviewing Asian American men, a few of them said that I should 

ask them more about their dating lives than about their work lives; that they felt they had 

more problems with dating than they had at work. Anthony said, “So keeping up with 

relationships and stuff. Dating is really tough, because I don't know if it's just like a me 

thing, but just going out and hanging out with people who kind of demand more of your 

time when you have to go study and focus on work…” For the younger Asian American 

men in my study, most of them prioritized financial and job security before making the 

time to invest in a close, long-term relationship. When these men found financial and job 

security, many of them spent their leisure time investing heavily in leisure pursuits they 

hadn’t been able to participate in earlier in their lives. Through these activities they met 

activity-based friends, with low commitment outside of these activities. It became clear 

that it was for Asian American men to make time for dating, and to figure out how to date 

in an American culture their parents weren’t able to prepare them for. It was difficult to 

manage their own expectations for a partner with what the culture of the dating market 

offered to them as Asian American men. Vanil said: 
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One thing is they [my parents] had an arranged marriage so I definitely wouldn't 

do that. I think I would like definitely want to live with someone before I get 

married to them. Let's see what else did I learn from my parents. I don't know. 

They're really closed off about everything…To me. Well their relationship to each 

other it was probably like more behind closed doors, so I didn't observe it as 

much. Like they weren't affectionate in front of us at all. Now that I'm older my 

mom might be opening up more about their relationship, so I know a little bit 

more about her. But she only talks about the struggles she's having. Like dad's 

being hard you know about this.  

Vanil talked about how he didn’t want to find marriage the way his parents had in India. 

He didn’t think he had learned anything about how to have a romantic relationship from 

his parents because they didn’t have dating experiences and they didn’t share their 

marital disagreements with him. Similarly, Drake said he didn’t want to find marriage the 

way his parents had. “I don't see myself doing what my dad did and meeting someone for 

like a week and marrying them and bringing them to the U.S. I don't think anything like 

that would happen for me.” Relatedly the culture of their marriage wasn’t patterned by 

the affection that was prescribed for marriage in American culture. When I asked Jimmy 

if he felt pressure to get married from his family he said: 

Yeah, no one at all, really…I wish there was…like my cousin for example, my 

[aunt] basically like brought his future fiancé to his doorstep…it was sort of, kind 

of arranged in the background…I felt like if I had another aunt that was looking 

out for me like that then, shit. But that didn't happen because she hates my mom 

and my mom hates her…it's our aunt on my dad's side, on my dad's side…I mean 

it would be nice, right?  
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Jimmy was the 30-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Vietnamese American. He 

had worked as a contractor and then full-time software developer for a large corporation 

and then changed to a start-up company for more autonomy over his work. Jimmy said 

that he wanted to have a family member find him someone to marry because he thought it 

would be easier than what he was having to figure out on his own. Most of the Asian 

American men described parents who protected them from both hardships they had 

experienced in the immigration experience as well as health problems that they or close 

family members were experiencing. Many of the Asian American men were caught off 

guard by family members passing away, health or marital problems they didn’t know 

about until decades had gone by, and many of them practiced similar secrecy in their own 

lives from parents, friends, and partners; preferring not to reveal too much about their 

personal lives to the people they said they were closest to. Landon talked about how his 

problems trying to date someone at work and how it led to him losing his job.  

I had personal relationship issues. There was this girl I was trying to get, and she 

wouldn't give me the time of day, so I was working really hard on that, and I got 

depressed…I was laid off from that job, my first job, because I was trying to get 

this girl, why I loved her, would do anything to get her at the time, which, 

unfortunately, I didn't know how to mitigate that. I didn't know how to control my 

emotions. I'm a little bit better at that now.   

Drake also reflected on how emotions tied to romantic interests affected his work life.   

I had a romantic interest in one my coworkers…We were best friends for a long 

time, about two years. And it got to a point where I was having more feelings than 

just being friends, and she didn't feel the same way. But we worked relatively 

close together, in terms of like our management team was just one level apart, like 

one distance apart. So I felt that was too close for comfort at the time, so I 
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changed positions within the team so I wouldn't necessarily be as closely related 

to her work essentially…I guess the rationale behind it is always like, when you 

like someone and you want to take care of them, and it's not being reciprocated, 

then there's problems right? Like there's maybe a feeling of inadequacy maybe, or 

feeling of being unwanted…Yeah, I would just feel it I guess, like I guess maybe I 

carry a lot of those emotions maybe. I mean it's definitely more on me right, 

'cause my feelings are getting rejected, not hers. I guess every time I saw her it 

reminds me of this feeling that I wasn't good enough, or like something about me 

is missing, or something like that. So I didn't necessarily want to confront that I 

guess, the easier way was to move teams… a couple of my relationships would 

say I'm emotionally not there I guess, so it's definitely come up. But I don't know 

how much of that is like impacted by my growing up with family, versus who I am 

as a person… 

In a previous section, the Asian American men talked about difficulty making friends and 

a lack of close friends. They wondered whether their experience was due to something 

inherent and immutable in their individual personalities that may have been passed on 

from their family of origin. Drake brings up a similar discourse to explain his difficulty 

with dating in the last quote. In an earlier quote, Drake reflected on how continued 

rejection in American dating culture him to believe that something was wrong with him. 

So it was easier to avoid dating and the emotions tied to it and focus on the leisure 

activities and friendships that made him feel good in his financially secure and 

independent adult life. This conclusion would make sense especially if the men believed 

that whatever was making dating or close friendships difficult was something they could 

not change. Although from Drake’s previous quote, it seems more likely that he had 

gotten used to a way of life and had not found a good enough motivation to change it.  
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Similarly, in an earlier quote from Greg, he explains how dating would take a lot 

of time and energy for him to manage, and he had various reasons for most of his life, 

why it wasn’t a priority for him. Similarly, the fallout from dating could be a lot to handle 

and could be seen as a threat to a greater priority, like financial or job security. Landon 

went on to talk about how his father had high expectations that he would be the one of his 

siblings to provide financially for the family, and Landon felt like he hadn’t been able to 

live up to that ideal. After interviewing him, it seemed like his own emotions connected 

to relationships inside and outside of work had been part of the reason that he had 

struggled to meet both his own expectations for autonomy and authority in his work and 

the income and security that his father wanted for him. Adam had a long-term 

relationship with a south Asian Indian American woman he had met through social 

dancing. They had been together for six years. However, the status of the relationship 

was complicated, and Adam avoided talking about it to his friends, his brother, and his 

parents. Adam said that he spent the most time with her and felt closest to her outside of 

the family but in different contexts he wavered on the status of the relationship and 

avoided conversations with his brother and parents about the relationship itself. Part of 

the reason it was difficult to bridge a dating relationship with family of origin was 

because parents and their sons had never discussed the difficulties of relationship 

formation with each other.  

The Asian American men had a lot to say about how the dating culture of Austin 

made it difficult for them to have good experiences dating. Vanil said: 

I haven't dated since my last relationship ended a few months ago…Austin's 

mostly a white demographic I feel like. Most of my dates are with white women… 

a couple times I feel like it was a quote unquote affirmative action date…Like they 

wanted to seem cool dating outside their race, but those were like first dates... in 
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one relationship with a white girl I think she did think the interracialness part of 

it was cooler. I guess I thought it was sort of cool too. But it's funny because I 

think she had thought otherwise the rest of my life and like my hobbies were lame. 

Like I wasn't cool. But we were cool because I was brown 

Vanil talked about how the things he liked were boring to his white girlfriend, like 

brewing beer and weightlifting. So while who he was as a person was not interesting, 

what made him cool, and therefore her cool, was because of his race. Jordan had 

previously lived in the West Coast and in Asia, and when I asked him what it was like to 

date in Austin he said: 

There are less Asians in Austin in general compared to other places that I've 

been. I've dated people who are white and Asian. Now, I'm probably more open to 

dating Asian women. There's a smaller number of them here in Austin…Now, I'd 

probably rather date Asian…Probably just background. Things that are more in 

common in background… 

Jordan notes that there are less Asian women in Austin and now he’s more open to dating 

them and maybe even prefers them because of common cultural background.  Drake also 

felt that his Asian American identity affected the way he went about dating. He said: 

the initial stages of dating is always very superficial. You look at someone, you 

find them attractive, and then that leads to the emotional connection in a 

relationship… growing up in the U.S…Asian American men are not viewed as 

physically attractive. I feel it comes across in media and like TV shows…you don't 

typically see an Asian American lead getting the girl at the end of the movie…I 

feel like maybe my brand is not necessarily seen as valuable in the U.S., and that 

leads to maybe a negative self-image, and leads to my dating life being not what I 

wish it would be…Tinder for example. Like the amount of matches I get when I'm 
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in the U.S. versus when I was in Hong Kong is like night and day difference…And 

so, maybe it's a result of people just not finding me attractive in the U.S. versus in 

China, where I'm more average maybe, or more seen as normal…Like when you 

attempt something and you're not succeeding at it, and then it feeds a negative 

self-image, because whatever you're trying is not working. And you're always 

wondering what is it? Is it me? Is it them? So all these questions run through your 

head, and the only commonality between all the different rejections you get is you, 

so it leads to negative self-image…it's almost like I've given up…You try to chat 

up some girl, and she's like, "Oh, I'm just not into Asians." I'm not a person to 

make decisions lightly, so if I were to meet someone in Asia that I felt like could 

be a potential partner, it would still take a lot before I would actually marry that 

person. Like we would have to live in the same continent, in the same city, for a 

while. 

In the previous quote, Drake says that he is acutely aware that Asian American men are 

not seen as physically attractive in American culture. He described both in person and 

online frustration that made him not want to invest so much in dating when his single life 

was fulfilling with friends, activities, and financial security. He finds that he easily gets 

more matches when he is in China. However, when he thinks about the actualities of 

trying to date someone in China, he said he doesn’t think the trouble is worth it. Other 

Asian American men described either trying to find or actually finding the women they 

ended up marrying overseas. Ryder had struggled to find someone that would both 

understand him and his family until he met a Chinese woman who was working in 

Europe. They were engaged when I interviewed Ryder. John married a graduate student 

from Korea but after he had a child and her parents moved to live with them, they got a 

divorce.  Despite the fact that Asian American men struggled to feel like they were 
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desirable on the dating market, they also had desires that limited who they wanted to date 

as well.  

A Small and Specific Cross-Section 

The heterosexual Asian American respondents described a very small and specific 

cross-section of women that they wanted to date and would be willing to give up their 

comfortable independent lives for. Most of the men wanted women who could 

understand their cultural upbringing and get along with their families and at the same 

time they wanted women who would want a division of labor and dating experience 

prescribed by modern American dating and marriage culture. While this wouldn’t be a 

small cross-section of women by itself, racialization of Asian men in American culture 

meant that these men faced a dating market that made them the least attractive on every 

aspect of dating except for their income. Dating research, especially from online dating, 

and research on the masculine formation of Asian men in media studies show that Asian 

American men are seen as lacking social skills, inexpressive, emotionally unavailable, the 

butt of jokes, the scapegoat, and emasculate. Asian American men found that they were 

mostly dating Asian women despite wanting to date white women, but that the women 

they wanted to date were also the most highly sought after by other men. Jimmy said: 

let's get the more physical thing out of the way. I look for Asian, probably 

Vietnamese. And that's only because out of all the women I've dated, I've only 

been able to actually get close to the ones that were Vietnamese. Of course, 

maybe like slender build…other than that, the biggest thing is, of course ... 

attracted to each other…But the biggest thing has got to be we got to have similar 

taste in things, like if she hangs out with people that I totally ... are not vibing 

with or totally not feeling it, then there's an issue there. If we have totally different 

tastes and maybe like the food we eat…Because I've tried dating women that had 



 172 

like different taste than me. But the most important thing is people, tastes in 

people… I like people who just value knowledge in a way, has a certain respect 

for it, right? Oh, and because it makes for better conversations… I would like my 

partner to be 100% financially independent of me…Well, because I want my 

partner to have the ability to walk away, and if they do have the ability to just 

walk away but they're still with me it speaks a lot to them, right? Or to our 

relationship, right? So I definitely want a partner to have the ability to walk away.  

Similarly, Kurt said: 

I think my status as an ethnic minority is just much more salient in Austin…even 

when I was dating or on the dating apps…like you mostly encounter white 

women…that this like is something that is familiar because I grew up in 

Colorado. But it's also not my vibe… Like I'm the only minority in this room or 

this entire shop…I guess the hierarchy would be ideally Asian-American female, 

Asian-American Pacific Islander female, or… person of color female, or really, 

really woke…That would be definitely the hierarchy. 'Cause yeah, I think being 

able to share an experience of being a minority in America I think is something 

real important. And I think the comfort of having somebody who understands 

culture is also really, really nice…I think it comes down to this social justice 

piece a little bit actually...I can understand if you grew up in Asia, you're 

probably gonna be less cognizant of these things. And I think that is something 

that I find pretty important that I do want somebody cognizant. If not, then it is 

wondering if that's something they're interested in, curious about or not.  

Korean American Derek made that small cross section even smaller when he said he 

didn’t want to date a woman from his own ethnic group because of their general 

materialism. 
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I also feel I've estranged myself from my social circle, on top of that, getting to the 

stage most people are coupling up, are married, it's just options are-becoming 

slimmer…so I don't really put too much focus on it [dating]…do I have regrets in 

that sense? Yeah. I'm very introverted and uncomfortable in dating women, but 

I'm still a social creature. I want to be in a relationship, it's just I don't put much 

energy towards it…age-wise I generally don't want to date anyone that's below 

27, 28, just because I feel like they haven't really found themselves emotionally 

yet. Race-wise, I don't really, I probably have a little bit of a kind of inside out 

discriminate, I've never dated a Korean woman just because I know what Korean 

women are like…Personality-wise, I definitely want somebody as driven as me. 

Not necessarily completely career-oriented, but I want someone that has 

ambition. Ambition, intelligence, good sense of humor. Willingness to be 

spontaneous, because I'm not very spontaneous. And a kind heart. They can't be a 

mean person…I mean, that's probably stereotypical when I say that [about 

Korean women]. But I just know what their expectations are of men in general… 

after time, you get enough of a sample size… Just overprotective. They have that 

princess mentality where they expect you, exactly the things that I don't like when 

they want you to do everything for them. They expect you to buy everything, 

expect you to lavish them with gifts. They're too materialistic. Over jealous. You 

could say that probably about the general population of people…On women or 

men. So I think that's just me being a little spiteful and hateful, so. 

As we know from earlier quotes, Derek had a lot on his plate taking care of his family 

and hoping to pursue leisure activities that dating toward marriage was probably the very 

last thing on his to do list. However, Insaf who had financial security and was actively 



 174 

looking for someone to marry, described an even smaller cross-section of people to date 

because of religious preferences. Insaf said: 

this isn't necessarily a bad thing, but my parents are relatively conservative…It's 

more common that when you're ready to meet someone ... It wouldn't necessarily 

be arranged, but you'll just talk for a short period of time, a couple of months or 

something, and then you'll decide to marry them... I think it was partially when I 

was in college and younger, it was a lot of this feeling in my head that dating is 

bad or what not from my parents… That kept me away from it for quite some 

time,.. when I was in my 20's, a lot of it was just thinking that I have to have a ... 

girl because of the religious similarities and there's almost no Muslims in 

Austin... It's hard to date people at work because of my position at work... In the 

last 10 years no single female at my level that I could date because there's been 

three or four people at my level, and I couldn't date them…  The last several years 

I resigned [myself] to the fact that I don't need to limit myself to just Muslim girls. 

That's been tough because I've eliminated 99.5% of the population here. I've tried 

long distance relationships with Muslims, but it's been hard. I'm not good at long 

distance relationships, particularly when they don't start locally… I've realized 

that me not drinking is a big deal. Austin's a big drinking culture, and girls just 

get turned off by the fact that I'm not drinking… A second thing I think is I think 

I'd like my children to be raised Muslim… That's one thing that has been a 

complicating factor when I'm dating girls that are not Muslim... the other thing 

is… I feel like in Austin, it's harder as a non-white male to date. I generally get 

that feeling just from trying to ask out girls, and from apps…I look at how many 

people I match with versus white male friends of mine, and also going on 

Match.com…you'll see so many women whose profiles say they're looking for 
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white men…I've talked to a lot of other South Asian or East Asian friends of mine, 

or for that matter, black friends, it's hard in this city because it's not that diverse. 

Higher education and family commitments were other ways to put off dating. Jacob said 

that he was waiting to date until he got his PhD so that he could enter the dating market 

to find a partner with the same level of education as himself. However, Jacob was also 

one of two men who said they were exceptionally close to their families and Jacob had 

still not told his family about his queer sexual identity. He felt that the distance allowed 

him to avoid the conversation. Yet as we know from Chris’ experience, Chris felt that he 

could never be close with his family because his partner was a huge part of his life and it 

made it difficult to even bring up the conversation of children even though he wanted to 

have them.  

I mean I can throw out a million excuses, like I'm still finishing school, I work so 

hard, I'm so tired, but no, I am thinking that after I defend my dissertation with all 

this free time that I hope to have in my hands I hope to get in to that [dating]…I 

have put myself out there on dating apps before, like Tinder. And I've gone on 

dates before, but you know I have such high standards…I also don't feel settled to 

a place where I know what I want in a partner. Maybe I'm just putting it off in my 

head, so I'm like after I get my next job and I have my doctorate earned then I will 

be in a status where I can talk about who I am with people, be in a place where 

I'm like with people in my same realm…of like professionality… that's part of like 

when I said nobody meets my standards because I am picky here, but I want a 

partner that has a terminal degree of some kind. So PhD, MD, JD, and so I can't 

ask for that if I don't have one myself…Just from an equity standpoint…It goes 

beyond just the title on paper. Like I think that there's conversations and different 

things that we can relate to if we're in similar ... I actually do believe that. That 
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they wouldn't see me as equal to them … I mean definitely someone who's 

culturally competent. If they're South Asian great, but if they're not, someone 

that's like familiar with my culture and the ability to navigate that identity. 

Someone who's well-traveled. Someone who takes care of themselves, like I'm not 

asking for the perfect six-pack or whatever, but just like take care of yourself. 

Healthy.  

Similarly, Greg talked about using graduate school and family commitments as a way to 

put off dating. Yet he knew that even as he started work that he would find ways to avoid 

dating because it made him uncomfortable and all of his close friendships and dating 

experiences had been cultivated by his mom.  

I've never really had much success in the dating field ... I can't really put a 

timetable on when I'm going to meet a woman that I'm compatible with…I would 

like it to be sooner rather than later but at the same time…I could say I would like 

it to happen in three years but like I really have nothing to base that on…This is 

similar to the question like my friends always ask me about like if I have a type 

and I never know how to answer that question just because I feel like I don't have 

as much dating experience as I should which also means I guess I haven't been 

exposed to as many personalities in a dating context… I'm just not as confident 

and comfortable around women so it's sort of hard for me to ask them out on 

dates. Like I mentioned, I have been on some blind dates earlier, that's sort of 

different because it's just like, well, I was told the card got to you. But as far as 

actually meeting someone at a social event and asking them out, that's something 

that it takes me a lot of time to work up to…the other reason is just time.... I spent 

so long in graduate school that while I was in graduate school, I mean part of it's 

just an excuse but you talk about like, oh, I'm just so busy with research or 
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whatever…It's one of those things you can make time for if you really ... But, it 

was just I had every excuse not to so I just didn't really worry about it at the time. 

And then after I started working ... There's always just some excuse, it's bad but 

it's like well, I need to move out, I need to get into some kind of steady state, then 

my mom got sick and then my mom passed away. And so there was just always 

kind of something where it was like, well, I should wait a little bit.  

Anthony said: 

I wish I had a life mentor, but not a work mentor…A person who could help me ... 

At work, I think I'm doing fine. And in life, I think I'm doing fine, too, you know? 

But it's not as structured, I guess. There's so many things you can do in life. At 

work, you can do well at your work and be nice to people and you're good, right? 

But in life there's so many different things. I think I'm doing fine, but I feel I would 

like structure, more structure in my life, I guess. 'Cause after I leave work, it's 

totally a free-for-all. Don't get me wrong. I like my life a lot, and I have good 

friends and a supportive family and everything, you know? But besides working 

out and going out and stuff like that and dating every once in a while, you know? I 

don't know. Really, how can I structure this to like optimize it...I don't know if 

that's a healthy mindset. 

In the previous quote, Anthony refers to needing structure and guidance from a “life 

mentor” on how to “optimize” his life outside of work. Anthony is the actuary that works 

long hours and mostly doesn’t have time for a lot of his friends and here he describes 

how besides working out and sporadically seeing his friends and occasionally dating he 

doesn’t know what he’s supposed to do with his life. Anthony also expressed that he 

wanted to get married to an education equal, egalitarian person, who would be able to 

understand his Asian American background. These desires in romantic and marital 
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partner were largely shared by the Asian American men I interviewed, but like Anthony, 

most of them were unsure about how to get a relationship like that and many of them 

were frustrated with trying.  

Conclusion 

This chapter showed the way that race shapes the relationship formation of Asian 

American men in their friendships, family relationships, and dating. Their parents did not 

reveal much of their personal lives or provide emotional support or help with relationship 

development for their children while growing up that Asian American children saw their 

peers have. Parents had language and cultural barriers and lacked time and resources. 

Extended family sometimes stepped in but many of these men did not have those 

relationships because of immigration. The restrictions around dating and friendships by 

limiting close relationships to family members, keeping children close to home with a 

stay-home mother, and limiting experiences where children would develop cross-racial 

and cross-gender friendships, meant that when Asian American men went to college, 

work, and became adults they had experienced a delayed development of the social and 

emotional skills that would help them get management positions at work, build 

supportive friendships, and long-term romantic relationships. When faced with a dating 

culture where they were lowest in the racial hierarchy for heteronormative dating, Asian 

American men found family, work, or leisure activities to prioritize over dating, tried to 

find women to date or marry from overseas, or hoped that their extended family would 

find them a partner. When Asian American men faced difficulties making friends or 

establishing close relationships, they wondered if the difficulty they were having were 

due to immutable personality that they had learned from their family of origin. In the next 

chapter, we will learn more about the types of people and marriages that Asian American 
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men were looking for. We will also learn more about the marriages that happened and 

how some of the men were able to make them work and why some didn’t.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 180 

Chapter 5 Marriage and Children 

Since the 1960s, family demographers have been documenting the increase in 

median age of first marriage, for men and women in the United States (Payne 2019). 

While the causes and consequences of the delay in first marriage for primarily, middle-

class, white women has been thoroughly researched (Thistle 2006), there is less known 

about the causes and consequences of the delay in first marriage for ethnic minority men 

(Edin and Nelson 2014). All of the men in my study that weren’t already married said 

that they would eventually like to be married. All of the men that did not already have 

children said that they would like to have children.  

Since the 1960s, a smaller proportion of the adult American population spends 

most of their lives in their first marriage; there has been an overall increase in the divorce 

rate and a decrease in the marriage rate (Klinenberg 2012; Teachman, Tedrow, and 

Crowder 2000). Despite the lower prevalence of first marriage for the relationship status 

of adult Americans, the cultural meaning of marriage as a class marker of social status 

remains strong (Cherlin 2004). Moreover, while marriage is significant as a cultural 

norm, that norm was historically and still remains less available to disadvantaged 

populations (Edin and Kefalas 2005).  

In the previous chapter, Asian American men described navigating race, gender, 

and immigrant specific barriers when trying to form close, intimate relationships with 

friends, romantic partners, and family members. Parents closely regulated relationship 

formation for their sons through early adulthood. Educational expectations within 

selective ethnic-immigrant communities, and institutional race-tracking, emphasized the 

race and gender belonging of young Asian American men through investment in 

educational achievement.  
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Notably lacking from the Asian American respondents’ social resources was the 

exposure and support for emotional and relationship development. While men of all races 

are constrained by the set of ideals men are expected to enact and embody in American 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005), I build on the previous 

chapters to argue that Asian American men find limited race and gender specific 

belonging in American culture through high incomes and educational achievement; they  

struggle to find race and gender specific belonging through relationships.  

Familism originally developed as a way to study the norms, beliefs, and attitudes 

of Latinx families compared to families of European descent (Campos et al. 2014). 

Familism has since been used to compare differences between Latinx families and other 

racial minorities, like Asian Americans (Miles et al. 2012). Familism is usually applied 

when it is believed that the family is more important than the individual (Li 2014). 

Familism measures, “(a) a sense of obligation to family, (b) regarding family as a first 

source of emotional support, (c) valuing interconnectedness among family members, (d) 

taking family into account when making important decisions, (e) managing behavior to 

maintain family honor, and (f) willingly subordinating individual preferences for the 

benefit of family” (Sabogal et al. 1987; Steidel and Contreras 2003). Familism has had 

limited theoretical application to explain the variation observed in Asian American 

families. While familism in research on Asian American families often refers back to 

Confucianism (Toyokawa and Toyokawa 2013), my research suggests that only aspects 

of Confucian familism that were compatible with race culture and immigrant constraints 

in America have persisted.  

Familism is often portrayed as an advantage for immigrant families. However, 

familism can also be a disadvantage for immigrant individuals. Familism, associated with 

strong kinship networks, is used to explain how immigrant and racial minority families 
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help each other to succeed, despite the racism they face (Sarkisian and Gerstel 2012). 

However, familism can become a normative narrative maintaining the status quo within 

immigrant and racial minority communities, even when the trauma a community has 

faced has collective and cyclic consequences. Research on gender inequality has been a 

revealing purview into assumptions about racial solidarity (Nelson 2003; L. S. Park 

2005). In her book about the emotional culture of Asian immigrant families, Angie 

Chung (2016) describes how the daughters of Asian immigrant parents use financial 

independence to negotiate themselves away from the cultural and economic expectations 

of their parents.  

Although Asian American men valued marriage and children, they saw these 

milestones as the last item on their priority list as adults. As we have heard in earlier 

chapters, the men’s relationships were highly regulated through high school and when 

entering and leaving college, these men were studying and working in careers that left 

little time for close and long-term relationship development. More importantly, dating 

experiences and the supports needed to establish and learn from emotional ties leading to 

companionate marriage were hard for Asian American men to come by. When Asian 

American men finally felt like they had reached a level of financial security not only for 

themselves, but the potential and real needs of their family of origin, they wanted to 

enjoy the financial security and leisure time that they didn’t have in as kids, teenagers, 

college students, and young adults. When these men wanted to date, they met a dating 

and marriage market racialized against them. More importantly, when relationships 

became difficult, they didn’t have the past experiences or supportive relationships to help 

them get through rough patches. For many of the men, it sounded like a marital 

relationship might not be worth the cost to their well-being, and moreover, that there 
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would have to be next to perfect conditions to have children, considering how they felt as 

children growing up in their families.  

Avoiding Marriage 

Family demographers have documented an overall delay in marriage for young 

American adults over the last fifty years. Edin and Nelson (2014) find that poor men that 

are isolated from normative social institutions and have tenuous or deviant ties to paid 

labor want to father children because children give them claim to the normative social 

role of fatherhood. Other researchers have also written about how class expectations for 

marriage and available economic security prime men and women to be more willing to 

take on insecurity and risk in paid labor or in their intimate relationships (Pugh 2015; 

Streib 2015). More research is needed to understand the variation within the delay in 

marriage by race and gender.  

The younger Asian American men in my study, in their late twenties and early 

thirties, were not so much delaying marriage as a goal that they were working towards in 

the future but were more pointedly avoiding even thinking about how the reality of 

marriage would change their lives. Anthony was the 26-year-old, Chinese American, 

working as an actuary for a health care corporation. Anthony said, “I try not to think 

about them [marriage and children], because then they stress me out and they add more to 

my plate. But I mean, maybe subconsciously, maybe, like married and like before 35. 

Having kids. I don't know. I guess it'd have to be sometime before reasonably like around 

35. Yeah. 'Cause I'm going to be marrying someone around my own age.” Similarly, 

Adam was the 29-year-old, Taiwanese American, who had started a small advertising 

business. He had been in a six-year relationship with a South Asian Indian American 

woman who was a music teacher and singer but still would not tell his family, despite 

their questions about his dating life, and he hesitated to tell others that they were in a 
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relationship. He said, “At some point, [marriage and children] but it's not a priority right 

now…I think the business is my baby right now. And I just need to put full focus to that. 

And I think it's mutually understood that [me and my partner] we're both not wanting to 

do that right now.” Similarly, I asked Hoang, the 27-year-old, second-generation, 

heterosexual, Vietnamese American if he had thought about marriage and kids and how 

he would adjust his hectic work schedule with a start-up. He said, “A lot of our friends 

are getting married. I don't have a set age. I haven't really been pressured to get married 

or have kids, but I do want both of those things. Maybe in my thirties. I'm not in any rush 

right now… since it's not on the horizon. Figure it out when it comes.” All of these men 

worked extremely long hours, prioritizing work and career over all other relationships. 

I wondered, how do you live one way your whole life and suddenly change? Why 

would you want to? These men had grown up in families where economic security was 

more important than anything else. In that pursuit, these men had spent the majority of 

their lives seeking a level of economic security where they felt like they could be free of 

that burden and enjoy themselves in leisure activities they never had the time or resources 

for before. I asked Jordan, a 37-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Taiwanese 

American, about whether he would want to get married or have kids in the future. He was 

the founder and owner of a small tech start up. He said, “Sure. Yeah. I think that is 

something both cultural, heritage, and personal desire. That you would like to spend life 

with somebody. Grow with somebody and then grow old with somebody. Probably the 

same reasons. Cultural. I think that's an experience that I would personally like to have. I 

like kids. I would love to have kids.” Jordan had told me that he wanted to retire early, 

which was a goal for many of the Asian American men. I asked him if he didn’t retire, 

how he would manage his 60-70-hour work week with a partner and children. He said, 

“I'd either sleep less or work less. One of the two.” Notably, when I asked these men 



 185 

about how they would manage the current number of hours they were working, with their 

future goals for economic security, early retirement, and partner and children, many of 

them did not quickly understand that there could be a conflict between these plans.  

It seemed fairly easy for all the men to respond that they wanted marriage and 

children and wanted to raise their kids differently than they were raised, and they also 

wanted to retire early and be able to financially support other dependent family members. 

Simultaneously, their answers to these questions seemed like they hadn’t thought much 

about how these goals would actually happen, in terms of the way they had been living 

their adult lives. When I pushed these men to consider what they would do when they did 

get married and have children, they all quickly and easily said that they would prioritize 

family over work. For example, Jared said:  

No timeline [to get married], but yes [I want to get married]…I don’t think that 

would come up [work responsibilities will affect my family 

responsibilities]…Because I feel like I’d adjust into that adjustment. So either I’d 

find a new job that I would be able to do that…I should focus on family more, just 

in general. Because that’s pivotal in terms of your family. They don’t want to see 

you not always around.” 

Like the majority of the Asian American respondents, Jared knew what he should not do 

because of what his parents were like, and he knew what he did not have compared to 

other types of families he was exposed to, but notably, he did not know what he should 

do to be a good parent. In the current culture of parenting, especially for kids that would 

most likely be born into the middle-class, to what extent is parenting something that men 

just figure out by themselves? As we have seen in previous quotes, the Asian American 

men are aware that they are probably affected and shaped by the way their parents raised 

them and that they are aware that their childhoods were distinct from other families that 
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they grew up with. I asked Jared if he thought his parents’ marital relationship would 

affect the way he would be with a future partner. Jared mused, “Maybe. I can't say for 

sure…They're not super close. But I think that's just an Asian culture thing as well. You 

know? They don't really show affection. So I think that's just more of the Asian 

culture…I would probably be more affectionate because I grew up in the U.S. and that's 

just what we're used to.” But just because you grow up in the U.S. doesn’t mean that you 

actually are more affectionate. I asked Jared what his relationship with his parents were 

like and he said, “both my parents they worked every day. So in terms of after school or 

anything, I didn't really spend too much time with them unless we went to the store to 

help them out. But not like going out to play or anything like that.” When I asked him 

about the most memorable thing that his parents had taught him, he couldn’t think of 

anything for his father and for his mother he said that he probably picked up his financial 

skills from her because he sometimes counted money for her, after the wholesale and 

retail store their family owned closed for the day.  

Asian American men knew that there were cultural expectations to be affectionate 

and expressive in marital and parental relationships that their parents did not model for 

them. However, when they didn’t naturally show these traits in relationships, they used 

an individualistic cultural frame to explain that they did not have the personality that 

would naturally provide them with soft skills. When forced to think about it they said that 

maybe their Asian upbringing would affect the way they would be in relationships but 

unlike the ways that they spent money and time working on education and careers, they 

had little motivation, support, or resources that suggested they might need to put in effort 

in order to have the kind of relationships with marital partners, friends, and children that 

they wanted to have. While the lack of emphasis on emotional maturity, relationship 

development, or social skills for white American men is similar, the assumption is that 
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these men will have grown up in a culture that normalizes their actions.  Among Asian 

American men, by contrast, these same aberrations confirm a structure of racial 

stereotypes around their lack of social skills.  

Damaske (2011) finds that although there were many underlying reasons that 

women from different class backgrounds changed their careers or ties to paid labor, they 

overwhelmingly explained their actions as “for the family.” In contrast to Blair-Loy’s 

(2005) devotion to work or devotion to family schemas, the Asian American men did not 

speak about their work as if they were devoted to it out of passion, but rather something 

they were obligated to do. Dennis was a 32-year-old, heterosexual, Chinese American. I 

asked Dennis if he had any career goals that he wanted to reach before he retired. He 

said: 

I don't… But to be honest, when I was graduating college, I had kind of planned 

out my life, or thought I planned it out. Obviously, it did not go the way I planned 

it. But really, my plan was just to retire. And basically, just make as much as I 

could, save as much as I could, and retire by the time I'm 50 or whatever…And I 

didn't really care about what I was doing. Obviously I wanted to do something 

that I didn't hate. But I mean, I've thought about state jobs which could be boring. 

'Cause I was at a state job that I had a deadline of like three months and I'd do 

something in two weeks and then just slack off…I was like, "I'd be okay with that 

if I can retire and save up." But I ended up not really doing that. 'Cause I also 

thought I'd be single, or a bachelor, but now I'm married… 

Many of the Asian American men described a similar orientation towards their careers. 

They weren’t working hard to provide for a future marriage and a family with children; 

they were working hard to reach a level of financial security where they wouldn’t have to 

worry about money anymore, including an amount of undisclosed potential need for 
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family members from their family of origin. Dennis went on to describe a similar finding 

that we saw in previous chapters, where he felt that he had grown up in isolation and 

independent so that even in a married couple, he was struggling to remember that he 

wasn’t a bachelor anymore.  

honestly, I'm not very much a people person. I thought about things like being a 

hermit, being homeless, as ideas that can potentially because it's stuff that you're 

kind of just doing your own thing and not worrying about others. I kind of grew 

up that way. I don't know why, but I kind of grew up that way even through 

school…I wanted a path where I can get through all the annoying stuff as quickly 

as I can, and that way I can kind of do my own thing and live my own life how I 

want…I still plan on retiring early. At my current rate, I'm making over twice the 

amount that I planned on making when I got out of college, retirement. And I'm 

owning things. But at the same time, now I have another person. But she works as 

well, so I mean, she can figure her own things out. But I also own things now that 

are probably fairly permanent, that I never wanted to own. Anything that would 

hold me down was kind of a bad idea at the time ... But right now, I am still super 

conservative. Like before I met her, I actually didn't own any furniture. I had a 

basket for my clothes and didn't even have a computer desk, I used boxes. And it's 

not like I couldn't afford it, it's just I never cared about it. 

I asked Dennis why he had ended up married even though it had not been a part of his 

plan. He said: 

So, a bit about people that are actually close to me. Honestly, I've either met them 

because I was drunk, or because they are the ones that are very social and wanted 

to get to know me. 'Cause if you talk to people and describe it, it's very hard to get 

to know me. Partially 'cause it's hard to get information out of me. Some of my 
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best friends is because I was in college, I got drunk with them, and actually a 

good talk with them. With my partner…She moved to SF. She was new. We 

worked at the same place at that time and needed someone to really show her 

around. We were both from Sacramento. And that was also a way where we can 

just carpool up and stuff. And so at that time, she really wasn't looking of like a 

relationship either…you can partially say that it's because she was kind of being 

really pushy and made me do things. 'Cause that's how she would describe it. And 

honestly, that's a bit of how a lot of my other friends that I've met 

occurred…'Cause even through school, had friends. Through even my current 

job... I don't feel like it's me making opportunities with myself…But if I ask people 

around me, it's more of they gave ... People get opportunities. And when I'm given 

one, I definitely put in my effort to make it happen…It's just mostly on her [my 

partner]. 

Dennis said the way he met his partner was similar to the way he had made all of his 

friends. They forced a relationship on him rather than he sought to make friends. His 

story is similar to George who was the closest to his mother out of all the respondents. He 

said that his mother was his best friend and that she had both introduced him to friends 

when he was young through her religious network and had set him up on dates. Since her 

passing, and the movement of his childhood friends away from Austin, George had 

gotten involved with an ethnic-based young professional group where most of the other 

members were half his age, and recently graduated from college, but living in a similar 

life-stage as him, in terms of intimate relationship experience.  

Marital Preferences: Learning from Parents 

Pedulla and Thebaud (2015) used an experimental survey design among young 

unmarried and childless men and women to show that as institutional constraints are 
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shifted to support an egalitarian division of work and family labor, the majority of young 

men would prefer that type of relationship. Similarly, when I asked Asian American men 

if their parents’ marriage shaped the way they would want to be as marital partners many 

of them said that they would want an egalitarian division of labor in direct response to 

what they had experienced growing up. Derek was a 33-year-old, second-generation, 

heterosexual Korean American. He had taught himself to develop software and had 

started a consulting company for software development with a partner. 

Growing up I really didn't have that many chores…I would have to mow the lawn, 

had to vacuum. I would have to take out the trash. All the traditional stuff. Do the 

dishes every now and then…I would have to say 80% of it was my Mom … she 

was always expected to have dinner on the table. And the crappy thing is, working 

in cafeterias for most of her life, she cooking and cleaning for other people, and 

cooking and cleaning for people at home… my Dad would every now and then put 

an effort in, just not nearly enough…I feel like my Mom was just constantly 

working…I can't blame our Dad too much. I wish he'd unlearn that, but it was 

part of the gender stereotypes and it still is in Korea. But right now they're 

becoming more westernized, and so those stereotypes are kind of dissolving. 

In the previous quote, Derek believes that the unequal division of labor is a traditional 

gender stereotype from Korea that is disappearing as Korea becomes westernized. 

Derek’s cultural comparison was common for many of the Asian American men who 

believed that their family experiences were deviant from American culture. As we saw in 

previous chapters, many of them compared less expressive relationships with their 

parents as being Asian and not typical of the American families that they learned about, 

were exposed to, or saw in American media. Several scholars writing from transnational 

feminist perspectives have critiqued the binary of the old, traditional, third world and the 
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progressive, modern, first world (Ong 1999; Teng 2013; Volpp 2001). However, the 

Asian American men in my study reacted to this binary, as a way to explain how their 

parents’ marriage would shape the way they were in their future marriage. Drake was the 

36-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Chinese American, who worked as a 

software engineer for an international software company. When I asked Drake whether 

his parents’ relationship informed how he would want to be in a marriage, he said: 

I think it [my parents’ relationship] probably does like indirectly, probably in a 

negative way. In that my parents don't necessarily ... I wouldn't consider them like 

a loving family, like my parents, even when they got married, they knew each 

other for a week…It was almost like an arranged marriage, not necessarily a 

chosen marriage…I just feel like that components of love ... I mean it's there, but 

it's not like what I've seen some of my friends' parents…I think indirectly I think 

it's gonna make me behave the same way…Not that I don't want that, but I think it 

just naturally just gonna come out, because that's what I saw growing up. It 

definitely impacted me growing up…a couple of my relationships would say I'm 

emotionally not there…so it's definitely come up. But I don't know how much of 

that is like impacted by my growing up with family, versus who I am as a person. 

In the previous quote, Drake talks about how his parents’ marital relationship didn’t seem 

to have the components of love that he saw in other parents’ relationships. Chung (2016) 

argues that the emotional culture of Asian immigrant families is often contrasted against 

and devalued against a heteronormative American emotional culture. In the U.S., the 

current cultural expectation of marriage is a companionate relationship (Coontz 2006), 

where couples choose to commit solely to each other based on individual biography, 

needs, and preferences and to support each other and grow together as friends, family, 

financial, romantic, and sexual partners. This type of marital relationship continues to be 



 192 

a coveted social status because it suggests that the partners involved have realized a level 

of adult maturity to maintain this highly complicated and demanding type of relationship 

(Cherlin 2004). 

Learning from Parents: Married No Matter What  

The most common positive theme among Asian American men in response to 

their parents’ marital relationships was the admiration for their parents long stable 

mariages. These quotes are supported by demographic research that shows Asian 

Americans have the lowest rates of divorce compared to other racial groups in the U.S. 

Insaf was the 38-year-old, second-generation, heterosexual, Muslim, Pakistani-American. 

He said:  

Yeah, my parents used to argue a ton when we were younger. I often was shocked 

that they didn't get divorced. They just have completely different interests…They 

think differently in terms of relationships or friends…their marriage is pretty 

much arranged. They met each other twice and then they got married. That was it. 

But they stayed together largely for us because their entire life was just sacrifices 

for us, their entire life. The nice thing is now, I see them closer than I ever saw 

them before, just together by themselves, depending on each other more, which is 

sweet and nice. But, I think I definitely want a relationship where ... I want to 

make sacrifices for my kids, but I want happiness too. I want someone who I get 

along with whose time I enjoy too, right? I may be a little bit more selfish and so I 

definitely want someone who I like and who I share interests with. 

Similarly, Anthony said: 

I think the fact that they're still together after all this time is pretty nuts, you 

know? I don't know if it's just talking from a millennial perspective, or whatever 

but ... Sometimes my parents argue and stuff like that. They just put up with each 
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other's shit so much, you know…'Cause I feel like nowadays, maybe it's just 

me…Like if something is just a little bit upsetting to me, I'm just like, fuck it. I'm 

out. I don't want to know. You know? And if it's something that's like, like I really 

disagree with, I'm just, I don't ... So the fact that they can tough it out through the 

hard times, the good times, that's something I think is pretty aspirational. 

In previous chapters, Asian American men talked about the financial hardships, long 

working hours, separation, and social isolation that their immigrant parents went through 

while raising them. Even though some of the men still felt tension with family members 

and distance from their parents, for the most part, they were amazed that their parents had 

stayed together. Moreover, Anthony talks about how he doesn’t know if that’s something 

he could do. Avoiding thinking about the reality of marriage and children allowed Asian 

American men to continue to say those were things they would want in an unknown 

future, while also prioritizing economic security and enjoying leisure time in their current 

lives. Dennis said: 

Yeah, I think my parents were really good together. The only times they really got 

into fights was when it was due to a lot of stress and financial problems. Like the 

business was not doing well. There was a lot of problems. And those are really the 

only times…I mean, they seemed to always talk about things. They always 

supported each other. And I think that really affected how I wanted to get through 

life, is just, if I get rid of all these small potential problems, then none of these 

would actually interfere with things that actually matter. 

When Dennis refers to the small potential problems in the previous quote, he’s referring 

to the financial stress. In his mind, the problems in relationships come from money. In his 

life plan he wanted to work in any job, retire early, and essentially live alone. Now 

partnered, he and his partner struggle to decide where to live against relationships that 
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matter to her.  Dennis says that he’s used to living alone and being independent, while 

she wants to move back to the West coast nearer to family and friends. However, their 

money goes farther in Austin. In previous quotes, Dennis talked about how comfort is the 

most important thing to him in life and he wants to avoid problems or fix problems at all 

costs to maintain comfort. While money buys comfort it doesn’t necessarily solve all 

problems, like the differences in values that Dennis and his partner faced.  

Marriage Problems 

In one sense, the strategy of finding economic security to alleviate stress in 

relationships worked for most of the Asian American men. Economic independence from 

parents allowed men to live independently and manage the kind of information they 

shared with their parents. For the men who had grown up independent from their parents 

and were not practiced in sharing details about their personal lives, a distant, superficial 

relationship was the most comfortable relationship to have. Ryder said:  

I got engaged without my dad knowing. I told him afterwards. Yeah, just major 

stuff like that really. Day-to-day stuff, I wouldn't really bring it up unless it was in 

conversation, someone talks about it. I wouldn't hide it either, it's just like when I 

moved to Austin, I didn't really tell anybody. When I saw them, I told them I'm 

moving, but I was already in San Francisco and they were in Sacramento, which 

is two hours apart. We didn't really see each other that often either back then. It 

wasn't really different.  

For Ryder, this type of arrangement was comfortable and practical. His parents had been 

living half in Taiwan and half in the US for most of his life, and mostly separate from 

each other. Discussions were usually relatively short, infrequent, and revolved around 

general and superficial topics. Bringing up problems in this sort of relationship could be 
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more stressful than it was worth, especially, if that person didn’t really need to bear that 

burden with you in the same physical space.  

For Chris, distance allowed him to get married to his undocumented partner without 

having to tell his conservative parents that he was gay. Chris said:  

I'm actually not out to my parents, so we kind of semi-eloped and got married 

under the radar…my husband is undocumented. I think we always would have 

gotten married, but we sped up that process, certainly, when Trump was at least 

even up for consideration, yeah. [Trump’s administration] certainly affected his 

mental health, which in turn, affects mine. There's certain things where he's not 

even really on the road anymore…Whenever I'm gone for work, we have some 

close friends that are willing to just check in on him, sometimes spend the night, 

because sometimes I'm traveling for a week at a time, and so that's kind of 

affected both of us, certainly him more. We're lucky enough to live in an area of 

town that there just wouldn't really be any raids or checkpoints…We've also made 

sure to avoid those areas…[Applying for citizenship] it's a really long process. 

Two, we've looked for attorneys, and we've finally found a really good one, but it 

was a lot more difficult than I thought it was gonna be. 

Chris went on to talk about how he had to change the way he applied to jobs, their daily 

lives, and the struggles of applying for citizenship, while also caring for aging parents 

that did not live near to him. In an earlier quote, he described how it felt like he was 

trying to live as a different person in different areas of his life because people would only 

want certain things from him. The privilege to be your whole self in any situation is one 

that Chris would not be able to have as an Asian American man, who was also gay, came 

from an immigrant family, and was marrying an undocumented immigrant.  
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Chris’s parents had made it clear to him when he was younger that they would not 

accept any effeminate behavior from him. Chris said: 

My dad and my mom, even growing up, there were certain things that I would do 

that would be perceived as effeminate. There was something super stupid. I 

remember when I was young, we used to watch ice skating on the TV. There was 

this one time when I pretended to do a triple axle, just for fun, and my dad sat me 

down and was like, "Yeah, you can't do that." Even there was some old Asian 

dramas, where women would walk in a certain way, and I would imitate that, and 

they would both be like, "Yeah, you can't do that." I think one time I had joked 

around about being gay to my mom, and she was basically like, "Yeah, I would 

kill myself if that were the case, because I could never forgive myself for passing 

on those genes to you," or something like that. 

Chris talked about how his extended family still tries to send him profiles of women for 

him to marry from Taiwan. He said his parents were having more problems with each 

other and their health problems keep the pressure off of him getting married. However, 

just like he has to hide his marriage from his parents, if he were to have children, he 

would have to figure out how to negotiate that situation as well. He actually said his 

parents’ health problems have brought him closer to them, because he has to travel with 

them and translate for them. He said bringing up that conversation now would take away 

from him becoming closer to them.   

Rodney’s parents had moved to Austin to live near to Rodney. Rodney took his 

role as the first son very seriously and had come out to them as gay when he was 

younger. He told them that he understood if he had to be excommunicated from the 

family. But similar to how he worked out telling them that he would not be a medical 

doctor, he eventually was able to get them to accept that he was gay. While Rodney said 
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it was an advantage for him to be able to compartmentalize parts of his life, in a way that 

Chris did not feel he could, Rodney was going through a unique situation at the time 

when I interviewed him. Rodney had recently adopted two babies. I had met his partner 

at previous community events, although I did not know until the interview that they had 

gotten married. Rodney explained: 

it's more than a divorce, as this is a very unique situation that's more like a 

telenovela. He's admitted to being a compulsive liar and committed fraud in terms 

of identity. The person who I knew and married does not exist…That's why you 

can have an annulment. Divorces are different, annulments are high level, 

because it's off the books. It's like you never got married. There is only certain 

legal grounds on which you can actually file for annulment, one of which is fraud. 

This is obviously absolute fraud… It's been shocking for everyone but it's the right 

thing to do, to minimize his contact [with the children]…The understanding from 

his point of view is that he engaged in this identity since he was 18 and he's 28, so 

the last decade. Everyone here has known him as ostensibly as that other person. 

I met him as the other person years ago, he was consistent. I met his friends who 

knew him as that person… It was quite a shocker.  

Rodney found out about his partner’s fraudulent identity the week before I interviewed 

him. They had been married about eight months and known each other for six months 

before getting married. Now Rodney was trying to work through how he and his parents 

would take on caregiving for the children and whether he would hire help, since he had 

his own practice and was heavily involved in community organizations. Although 

Rodney told me that he had gone into the adoption process as a single, gay man, it was 

clear that up until the last week, his partner had been heavily involved in caring for the 

children. Rodney said: 
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There were yellow flags, caution…They cause you a pause, momentary pause and 

then you move on because out of respect and love, you say, "Oh, that's just the 

first quirk. He's quirky, right?" Looking back you can see hind sight. You see all 

those yellow flags add up and it's like, "Oh my god, why didn't you see it?"…I am 

not a vindictive type of person, I don't keep those hiccups or hesitations in my 

mind. Once you talk and process through it, it's in the past and you give the 

person a clean slate and you move on. That's how I've always processed 

relationship difficulties or any difficulties with friends or family or professional 

stuff.  

Rodney felt like his ability to easily wipe concerns out of his mind, which he equated to 

his ability to compartmentalize parts of his life, due to his cross-cultural upbringing, 

would help him in this situation. He said, “I've switched back to my mindset as if the 

marriage didn't happen. It still takes some adjustment, obviously, but I am confident that 

I'll be able to move forward, time wise financially et cetera. What role he [my ex-partner] 

will play as the future unfolds is unknown but it's got to be minimal. It will be minimal.” 

Rodney went on to say why he was working to get an annulment instead of a divorce, 

because of how stigmatizing a divorce would be for him and his family. Even though 

these events had been recent, Rodney did not seem shaken, although he said it was 

tremendously hard for him. 

Two other Asian American men in my study went through divorces. After 

graduating from UT for college, John moved to the east coast to stay with a friend. While 

there he took on a variety of retail jobs and he met his Korean ex-wife, who was doing 

her graduate studies in the U.S. They got married and they moved back to Austin, where 

John had started two retail businesses with friends. When John’s businesses failed, he 

wanted to become a police officer, but his wife was worried about his safety and John 
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thought she would be proud of him being a lawyer, especially after his business ventures 

had just failed. When I asked John what led to his divorce, he said: 

I went to law school [in a nearby town]. Basically, the first year of law school, we 

had our son and I think that was really stressful on both of us. Law school was 

stressful on me and you know, having a son was stressful for her. Having me be 

away was stressful on her…we never really healed or recovered from that. Then, 

her parents came to live with us almost full-time basically, semi-permanently, 

because they're retired from Korea…I think the biggest thing was when we got 

into an argument, we would work it out if they [her parents] weren't there, but 

when they were there, especially her dad would butt in and I really didn't like 

that. I think I felt like when they came here, they were our guests, but it was just 

the typical Korean thing where they took over the house and they made the house 

theirs. I couldn't do certain things in my own house I felt like "but, this is my 

house though". You guys are visiting us, but I felt like I had no say in it, and then 

basically the last straw was "hey, you know I'm having an argument with my wife, 

I understand this is your daughter, but we're having an adult argument" and he 

was butting in and I think that was the last straw. From my wife's perspective, it 

was "you're disrespecting my father by not listening to him" and it's kind of a 

cultural difference too. I couldn't deal with the fact that my father-in-law is 

butting in and then my wife is ultimately choosing her parents over us, over me 

and her. 

When I asked John, why he didn’t quit law school in order to spend more time with his 

son and his wife, he said that his wife didn’t want him to quit because they had made a 

joint decision that he go to law school. She felt that he wasn’t trying hard enough to 

spend enough time with her and their son in Austin, and he felt that she didn’t understand 
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how hard he was trying to do commute and do well in law school and be a first-time 

father. As I talked to John more, he revealed that he also was extra worried about his 

performance in law school. He said: 

I was never a really good student, ever, in terms of getting good grades, so I 

mean, I was scared going to law school, I knew I wasn't a good student…that 

really scared me and I really wanted to obviously do a good job in law school. It 

was important now that I had a family... Law school's just really tough and can be 

really competitive and there's just a lot to learn in a short amount of time…I was 

probably really stressed out…I think I started seeing a counselor in school 

actually…I can't deny the fact that, just like in Asian culture or society, there's a 

prestige placed upon having a law degree or being a lawyer.  

I asked John if after his businesses had failed, whether he was under financial duress to 

provide for his new family. He said that her parents were wealthy and that both their 

parents helped them to buy their house. However, John admitted that his failed businesses 

had left him in debt. Although he was able to get a coveted clerkship after law school, he 

went through the divorce around the same time, and was too depressed to continue in the 

career track that he had started. Another stressful and painful relationship followed soon 

after.  

Patrick also went through a divorce much later in his marriage. Similar to John he 

believed it was a culture gap that ended his marriage. He said: 

There were family issues. When my mom got ill, I wanted her to stay with us in the 

house and she didn't particularly want that. That was a stress. And actually, the 

relationship with my parents was a stress. I think she felt either competitive or 

threatened, or something like that. But as an only child, that was important. That 

was an ongoing issue. Even moving to Texas was a big thing because her family 
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was actually in Illinois…The last straw was probably the issues with my 

mother…And that may be more, that's a typical Asian thing. And she was not 

Asian. 

Both John and Patrick said that the topic of parents living with them due to caregiving 

needs led to divorce.  

Parental Caregiving 

We’ve seen in earlier chapters how parents restricted and regulated the 

relationships of Asian American men in the study. The Asian American men grew up 

working in family businesses, with extended family, and with limited experiences in the 

kinds of middle-class relationship formation experiences, like dating, and sports activities 

that their peers went through. Most of the men felt like they were independent children 

and did not feel close to their parents. Many of them, however, felt closer to their mothers 

and grew closer to siblings and mothers as adults. When parents started to age, these men 

were still obligated to care for and provide for their parents. When I asked Chris if he 

would tell his parents or brother about being gay, he said.  

Yeah, my family is just really conservative when it comes to that…I just haven't 

actually felt the need to have that conversation with him quite yet. We're not 

really close. We've gotten closer since we've gotten, recently, because of my dad's 

health issues, and because of my mom's mental health issues…This is terrible of 

me to say, but recently, their [my parents’] relationship has gone really toxic, and 

the one great thing about that is they are neither, neither of them are sending me 

pictures of random Taiwanese girls anymore. My aunt still is, but I used to get a 

number of pictures with random stats like, "This is the height, and this is the 

weight, and this is what this girl does. Do you want to meet her?" I've been 

getting a lot less of that…whenever I call my mom or my dad, it's really just about 
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some issues that they're having, or my dad's health issues, or whatever. I haven't 

gotten quite as much pressure lately, but it's only because of that. 

At the time of the interview, Chris had been doing a lot more traveling between work in 

Austin, where his parents live on the east coast, and Taiwan for their health care needs. 

He was also doing this while worrying about his undocumented spouse and being the 

only paid worker for the two of them. Starting as children, the power dynamics and lack 

of communication and culture gap built up a history of difficult relationship formation.  

As young boys these men would translate for their parents, while also having 

restrictions put on them that other children didn’t, and then grow up with negative 

feelings toward the same parents that they would have to provide care for, whether 

through money, continued translation, and physical care work. When I asked Derek why 

he didn’t want to move somewhere else, since he talked about wanting to travel. He said. 

“It's generally just family. Me and my sister and my mother all live within 15 minutes of 

each other… I have this very deep fear of abandoning my mother and moving somewhere 

else…I wanted to move out of Austin for years, and feel like I need to take my Mom. 

And my sister is here, too. It's just hard because I feel like I did so many things wrong 

with my Dad.” Derek had dropped out of college to work to support his mom and sister 

after his dad died. He felt that he was also financially responsible for his sister. This 

feeling of obligation could also be heard in Landon and George’s quotes. Landon said: 

In fact, my wife, we weren't married at the time we decided to start designing the 

house, but we got married soon after. My wife and I both had my parents in mind. 

She's not close to her family at all. She never talks to her father. She's half 

Filipino, half white. Her mother is white. Her mother passed about 10 years ago, 

a little over 10 years ago, I think. She's not close with him at all. She's closer to 

my family, but overall, she's just very quiet…it honestly surprised me that she 
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made some suggestions with my parents in mind. She said, "Oh, your mother 

could live here, and we have a separate area for them, like a separate living 

room." Like I didn't even know that it was under consideration from her... She 

made suggestions on her own about, "Yeah, your parents can stay here,"…That 

was very touching to me. Like I almost cried. Like that she embraced that fact, 

and she doesn't mind if my parents come to live with us… They're aging. My 

mother has worse health than my father…The second is just my mother's English 

ability. My father can speak English a lot better, but he also kind of forgets things 

… There's not much we can do, because I mean we've gotta live where the jobs 

are.  

Landon said he was much closer to his mother than his father because his father was 

always working and his mother took off work to raise him. Similarly, we had heard in 

previous quotes that George felt like he was raised by a single mother and that he 

considered his mother his best friend.  At the time of the interview, George’s mother had 

recently passed away, and he was grieving. He said that after he graduated from his PhD 

program he had considered moving to the west coast where many of his friends had 

moved, but that he didn’t want to move his mother or leave her behind so he took a job in 

Austin. He said that he didn’t have a social life when he was in a PhD program and living 

with his mom.  

Like around the time that I probably should've just been staying at home so to be 

there in the evenings to try and help her, I was trying to move out, get my own 

place, and establish a social life. That was the thing, too, is I felt like I didn't have 

that much of a social life when I was a PhD student and so once I was working 

and had free time, I wanted to try and go out and make some new friends. So all 

of that detracted from my ability to be there when she needed someone around 
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because she was getting sicker. I still would go back periodically and I would still 

stay at the house sometimes just not all the time. But, in retrospect, like it being so 

serious, I think I really should've just been there. And certainly, like if I'd known 

she was only going to be a year, like why wouldn't I have just moved out after, 

later, right? But all of that's in hindsight and I think it's sort of like with my dad, 

right, she wasn't really a complainer and she still had that mentality about 

wanting me to go out and experience life and not be the factor holding me back. 

So, I think unfortunately, part of what my dad did happened to me where it was 

like she didn't complain about it, she was encouraging me to go out and 

experience all of this stuff, and I didn't push back enough really thinking about 

how much she needed me.  

In the previous quote, George blames himself for acting like his father, feeling like he 

wasn’t around for his mother when she was sick. George spoke about his relationship 

with his mother as one of a kind, in the way that she put George’s wants and needs before 

herself. Even though his mother pushed him to go out and make friends and to date, 

George had not gone through these experiences, instead relying almost entirely on his 

mom for emotional and social support throughout his life.  

Children and/or Partner 

When I asked the Asian American men about whether they would want to have 

children, some of them wanted to have children by a certain age, regardless of whether 

they had a partner, and some of them only wanted to have children if they had a partner 

who really wanted to have children. Most of them felt like they wanted children, but they 

weren’t ready for them and didn’t have time for them. Rodney said: 

I didn't know when [I would have children]. I did know I wanted to do it before I 

was 40, because I wanted to have an active, healthy life with the child. I did have 
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an age bracket, you know target. The earlier, the better, of course before 40, 30 to 

40 was my age range because I knew I had to have a financial security and 

stability, a home life for the potential children and be able to afford it. With the 

practice in my thirties and then my career becoming a little more stabilized, 

specialized in my thirties…and then I was turning 40, all at the same time. It 

happened towards the tail-end of that 30 to 40 range.  

Rodney adopted his children when he turned 40. Similar to other men who talked about 

having children, the men were concerned that if they waited too long, they wouldn’t have 

the energy to enjoy having children. Derek said: 

I have a general timeline, kind of an expiration date. But I feel like I want to get 

married soon. But at the same time, I don't have time for it. So realistically, I'm 

looking hopefully that happens in the next five years. As far as children goes, if I 

don't have children by the age of 40 and then I'm worried because I'd be too old 

to be a Dad by the time they get to an age where I would want them to be 

physically active. So, I think about that too. But it just no hard stops. Got to kind 

of go with the flow. I meet a person, having children with them seems right, and 

I'm at the age of 45, then I might want to do it.  

Similarly, Vanil said that he had thought about adopting before he was 40, whether he 

had a partner or not.  

I don't have a timeline. Yeah, not really a definite one. I think like if I'm in my 40s 

and without a family I probably would adopt kids. I do wanna have kids more 

than I want to get married…Yeah, I guess I don't have that much of a priority of 

getting married. I think it would be cool to have a like a lifelong companion or 

whatever or whatever marriage is. Even if did find someone like that I don't really 

place a high value on actually getting married but the same thing a long-term 



 206 

companion with some sort of commitment, but that would be secondary to like the 

kids thing.  

When I asked these men why they wanted to have kids or how they knew they wanted to 

have kids, most of them said it was because they grew up around kids, they wanted to 

pass on knowledge or have a legacy, or it was part of their culture. Vanil said: 

I think I was the oldest of my generation of my family. I grew up with a lot of 

other kids. I guess I feel like I have something to give or help someone out. 

Especially like, I don't know if this is a realistic thing to do, but adopting an older 

kid who would be in the foster care system anyways. I think the realities are much 

more complicated than I realize. But you know adopting like a ... right now the 

idea of being in my 40s and adopting a 12 year-old seems like I'm helping them 

out. I'm giving this person a life or helping them out and I get to share my life 

with someone else.  

Like Vanil, Rodney said early exposure to working with children and a large extended 

family made him want to be a father.  

I've always worked with kids, like even as in high school I volunteered and I 

volunteered with disabled children, and I volunteered at a hospital. I'd always 

been exposed to kids and care, I mean having ... That's why the whole medical 

school, being adopted thing wasn't that foreign to me, because I had a natural 

predilection to want to help, a helping profession. That just extended into family 

dynamics, because I was so close to my family, we grew up in a multi-

generational household, lots of people all around all the time for dinners, family. 

I always enjoyed that very much so, and I knew I wanted to have my own family 

then, but the gay thing would present a challenge.  
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Kyle said that he and his partner had waited too long to have children out of financial 

concerns that they weren’t ready.  

We're not adopting kids. I feel like that ship has sailed… I do know that when I 

was younger, I really did want to have kids…And I think I just let that go. I just 

pushed that aside as a real possibility, and then I think once it became more of a 

possibility that that could happen, I don't know. I just didn't feel like we were in 

any position to raise kids. Just not responsible enough, just sort of figured out life 

too late… I always liked kids... My mom's a schoolteacher, I used to help her out 

at school. I always thought I'd be a good dad, just very caring person, so I 

thought I'd be a good dad. But it wasn't like a conscious decision not to have 

kids.... I don't know is that really gonna happen with two guys and everything. 

Certain things you don't think you can have you just stop thinking about it and 

push it off to the side…I had a friend that's a neighbor who's like, "What are you 

gonna do about having young people in your life?" Or "Who's gonna take of 

you?" I don't know. I think those are bad reasons. Occasionally I am like, "this 

could be kind of lonely. I don't know how good my nephews are gonna be."… but 

we're not the only childless gay people of the world, so they'll probably be more 

retirement communities for gay men. 

When Kyle talked to me about the way his plans to get married or have children had been 

put off because of the difficulty that might ensue, it sounded like he had chosen a strategy 

of least resistance. Every time they considered having children or getting married there 

was always a reason not to, whether it was money, how do you balance children and 

work, or we’re already living this way why do we need to formalize it with a marriage. 

Kyle saw himself as a caring person, similar to Rodney, and thought he would be a good 

father. Kyle also wanted to have people around him in his old age. Similarly, Jimmy said:  
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One I think just I think there's some type of genetic expressions, in a way right? I 

want to carry on my genes in a way, right? So that's one. But then two, it's you 

know, it's so I basically raised my brother growing up. I was the main at home 

and even though it was rough and all that, but I witnessed, I basically experienced 

what it felt like raising someone from baby all the way up until when they're like 

jumping around, walking around, eating and stuff like that, right? So, yeah, I 

experienced how fulfilling and satisfying that is and I can only see it being better 

for my own kids, right?...Yeah, I would actually want kids as soon as possible to 

be honest with you....because I just don't want to be super old…I want to still be 

around in some type of active capacity when they will have grandkids and stuff 

like that, right? Yeah….I probably would want as many as possible too…Well, I 

guess it's because of my grandparents on my dad's side. When they both passed 

away they were surrounded by all their kids and it was a big room filled so I kind 

of envision myself, I would like that to be my situation also. 

Like Jimmy, Adam also said that a “genetic legacy” would be a reason to have children. 

Although both Landon and Derek had laughed at the importance of carrying on the 

family name through the son, a different version of the same biological inheritance idea 

still existed for this generation of Asian American men. Vanil’s earlier quote, of passing 

on life experience, also suggested the idea of passing on a cultural legacy as well.  

While Jimmy saw his ability to be independent and parent his younger siblings as 

a reason to become a father, despite the hardship, other Asian American men, like Dennis 

wanted comfort over anything else, and being responsible for parents or siblings could 

feel like an extra burden, instead of a skill. When I asked Jimmy about some of the 

concerns that Kyle had, for example how he would afford so many children, he said. “I 

mean, how like, people on food stamps can do it. Why wouldn't I be able to, right? Yeah. 
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I'll bet it would be a freaking struggle, right? Yeah, but I don't know. I think it will be 

worth it.”  

Other respondents were more careful than Jimmy. Like Kyle, Landon and Dennis 

were reticent about having children, although neither of them said they would not want 

children. Dennis said:  

Right now, no. And mostly, it's not that I'm against kids, it's, my theory is at least 

one of us has to really want kids. And neither of is are at that stage. Like, we 

would consider, and we'd be okay with it. But being okay, to me, is not good 

enough to have a kid. 'Cause having a kid is kind of also a lot of extra 

responsibility. Like I said, for me, it's kind of this whole comfort thing and just 

being able to get through life without ... with minimizing. It's not like I don't do 

anything exciting. It's just, even if I do, I want to make sure that I have enough, 

like a back up if the worst does happen. And it's kind of the same for kids. It's like, 

unless I know that she really wants kids ... 'Cause I don't really care. That's the 

problem. So unless she really wants kids, that means it's not a good enough 

reason to have a kid. 

Kurt also talked about how finding his partner was more important than the children. 

Kurt had previously been engaged over a long-distance relationship and after moving in 

together they ended the engagement. Kurt said: 

so definitely I wanna get married. But I'm trying to be very realistic about the fact 

that I feel like especially with that last relationship, like really helping illustrate 

that there are certain things that I really need in a relationship and if I can't get 

those, then I'd rather be single than in a relationship that doesn't have those 

things. And those relationship standards are pretty high admittedly, or very high 

even. And so it may be reasonable that I don't find anybody… But if I do, then I 
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mean I'll do everything I can. I'll move heaven and earth to make that relationship 

work. As a consequence I think with that type of relationship too, it is being 

flexible. Like it's not ... You want it to be a discussion, I don't wanna dictate what 

I want.  

Anthony verbalized what it seemed like most of the men who weren’t married and didn’t 

have children were thinking.  

I honestly don't know if I want kids or not. I feel like it's a cool thing that I 

entertain. And I'm like, okay, that'd be a cool thing to ... you know, kids are a cool 

thing to have, you know? But at this point, I'm not motivated to go and pop out 

some kids...I think it's 'cause I haven't found the right person to have kids with. 

Finding the right partner to have kids with is a big thing, right, instead of just 

having kids with some like baby mama or whatever. It's not the optimal situation.   

The Asian American men all said that at the very least they did not, not want kids, as if 

not wanting kids was something abnormal. For most of them, it was much easier to say, I 

want to get married, I want to have kids, even though most of them described lives and 

goals that would be extremely hard to include children.  

Learning from Parents: How to Parent   

Most of the Asian American men described fathers who weren’t around and who 

they did not get along with. When I asked these men how they would show their kids that 

they loved them, they said that they would spend time with them. A few of the men said 

they would be more affectionate and expressive than their fathers were. Drake said: 

I mean I guess I would try to spend more quality time with them, right? Trying to 

show up to things that they do, and being interested in and maybe even 

participating in as much as I can support them. But I know work and stuff 

probably gonna get in the way a couple times, but I see my coworkers and they're 
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able to manage going to their parent teacher conferences and things like that, that 

my parents never went to. So I would hopefully be able to provide that for my 

future kids. 

Similarly, John said:  

Yeah, so I don't think my Dad ever really spent a lot of personal time with me, he 

was always busy with school or whatever. I think it was just kind of their 

mentality for that older generation, their whole entire mentality was "oh, I need to 

become successful so I can provide for my kids". That's kind of their mentality, 

and he completely neglected spending quality time with us, so I think he lost sight 

of the ultimate goal which is, if you have kids, it's good to maintain a good 

relationship with them, that's the ultimate goal, not to make a lot of money so that 

you can buy them things or you can help them go to expensive colleges. I think 

that I learned from that and I don't want to repeat that mistake.  

Like in earlier findings, Jimmy and Landon knew what they wanted to be like as a father 

by trying to not do what their fathers did. Jimmy said: 

I totally want to have kids and I guess, you know, I would definitely try to be a 

little more involved, right? Because I guess I grew up being the kid like I was kind 

of like… neglected in a way. So I would try my best to be more involved… that 

might not be the correct word to say it, to describe it. Let's just say like not guided 

in a way…I felt like I was just being fed in a way but not really like nurtured… 

And having a positive role model or a father figure...I'm just expecting some type 

of like just being able to talk to, …I would want to be able to do that with my kids, 

just being able to talk to them… the least that I can do is just listen to them, you 

know. And I would make sure that, I would try my best even just get that minimal 
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out the way and that is just to be able to create an environment where they feel 

like that I'll listen.  

Jared and Vanil said they would want to be closer to their children, and they thought this 

meant not only spending more time with them but also being able to talk with them and 

listen to them. Jared said he would want to have children and he said: 

I would want to be close to them. Because I don't have that…Probably being able 

to do things with them…Outside of just work or home or something like that…Just 

support what they want to do. Listen to them…Looking back, again, it's something 

that my parents are young. So I understand why they did what they did. Again, my 

mom had us when she was 22. So I don't expect anything more out of that. They 

didn't really make too much money down here…It's something I understand. 

Being able to talk with their children would probably also require not only the same 

language but more shared cultural experiences. I asked Vanil how he would show his 

kids that he cared for them and he said he’d never thought about that.  

I feel like I would be more open with my kids about major events and financial 

stuff too. My parents were always very closed about that. About stuff that was 

happening with other people. Money, I guess. Even though money wasn't tight or 

anything. Just yeah. And I feel like if I was open with my kids they'd be more open 

with me…physical touch is a big way of showing affection for me and maybe like 

parts of my family. So just like even hugging and kissing goodnight means 

something. My dad actually only started hugging me ... we didn't really hug 

regularly. I think his dad a few, my grandfather died five years ago, six years ago, 

about. After that, for whatever reason we started hugging. It meant something to 

me. That's one way. I think just having open conversations is the big thing.  
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In earlier quotes, Jimmy described how he felt like he and his father couldn’t speak to 

each other even as adults. Similarly, Landon said  

Basically, I don't want to be like how my father was to me…he was like a 

perfectionist in the sort of way that, if I got a 99, he'd be like, "Why didn't you get 

a hundred?" He was that kind of stereotypical Asian dad…I would ask my friend's 

parents, who were also Asian, like when you get a bad grade, what happens? 

...He'd say, "Oh, my dad would just say 'Next time just do better. It's only one test. 

Just do better next time. You're better than this.'" Not my dad…I would try to find 

out what my child, he or she, thinks. Instead of dictate, I would guide... In Asia, 

you're used to that…There's definitely a hierarchy, there's definitely discipline... 

It's built into Asian languages…if I'm going to raise a child here, and I strictly 

identify as American first, you gotta kinda treat them how to fit into the 

society. That's where a lot of the disconnect between my parents and me happened 

when I was growing up is that they were used to their way of living growing up, 

and they wanted to impart that to me here where I'm growing up surrounded by 

Americans. We had gotten in many, many arguments when I was a teenager and 

all that. It wasn't really a language barrier, although sometimes it was like that. 

My father would get annoyed and start yelling at me about some things, and just 

to make extra sure, he would say it in Taiwanese first, and then to make sure he 

got his point across, say it in English. Then I would say, "You know, I understood 

you both times. I still don't agree with you." 

In this quote, Landon uses stereotypes of Asian tiger parenting as a way to explain the 

way that his father was like as a parent. These stereotypes were regularly referred to 

throughout the interviews. When Rodney talked about how he would be as a parent, he 

said: 
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Am I going to end up like a tiger mom? I don't know. I was raised by one, but I 

will probably come across a little like that but not to that severity of due to the 

fact that I am second gen, I am a little more softened due to growing up in that bi-

cultural world. The flavor and the intent of those values will still probably be 

there. To the non-Asian, to the westerner, they'll probably come across as a little 

strict and a little disciplined or overly structured. 

Rodney saw his personality as a result of his Asian upbringing and identified values of 

hard work, achievement, and perfectionism as an advantage of his Asian culture. Yet, 

while there was a gamut of values that were imparted from immigrant parents, including 

responsibility, kindness, hospitality, only the stereotypical traits were claimed as Asian 

culture. Ong (1999) argues that culture is not immutable over time and space. While 

assimilation theories describe how to measure how minorities are integrated into a 

receiving country’s culture, this paradigm assumes a binary and hierarchy about the way 

culture changes. Instead of assuming that American culture is monolith that absorbs other 

cultures into a melting pot, a transnational perspective of the way that immigrants are the 

foundation of the American state and how citizenship is defined, opens up the discussion 

for the way migrants, and indentured servants, interacted with slaves and Native 

Americans instead of comparing these groups only to whites. In Landon’s previous quote, 

he noted that his relationship with his father was less of a language gap than a cultural 

gap, and what he understood as culturally Asian, he devalued. When I asked Anthony 

what makes a good parent, he said: 

Definitely have to care about the welfare of their children. That makes the bare 

minimal parent, I guess. Caring about the welfare of their children, making sure 

that like they're well-fed, well-clothed, happy, stuff like that. I feel like that's the 

minimal parent. I feel like taking a step above that, helping their children achieve 
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what they think to be the best version of themselves they can be, you know? And 

then and, this is very dependent on what the parents' [inaudible ] are, right? So 

like my parents, I feel, achieved that. But I feel like my parents' perception of that 

is different than someone who had grown up here like a white American's parents' 

perceptions are. I think maybe a step above ... I don't know. I feel like that in of 

itself is a good parent. Maybe a step above that is helping your children be okay 

with who they are, no matter what they do. Just like teaching them to be happy 

and live a carefree life. I don't even know if that's possible. That's the dream, you 

know? 

Anthony described what most of the Asian American men said. They said their parents 

made great sacrifices to make sure that their children were always fed and clothed. 

Anthony described how Asian immigrant parents then saw education and finances as the 

way they were able to come to the U.S. and the way for their children to overcome the 

racial barriers they faced in the U.S.  

While the majority of the Asian American men said that they wanted to equally 

share in division of labor, Insaf, John, and Landon expressed misgivings about childcare. 

Insaf said: 

the one thing that is different with that, is I don't want a babysitter to raise my 

kids. I would want us to raise our kids…This is where I have the most chauvinist 

part of me…I'd prefer my wife raise my kids at least when they're young just 

because I feel like emasculated as being a house husband…We can both split the 

housework. I can do more of it, we can hire someone, whatever. It depends on 

what her interests are. What is important to me is that we both contribute equally 

to this house. I don't want to be working, and also cleaning the house while my 

wife is just sitting there watching TV all day. That would bug me to death. 
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Notably, Insaf says that he would want he and his wife to raise their kids, but he really 

means just his wife, and otherwise they would split housework equally. I asked Insaf why 

he felt that way. He explained: 

Yeah, just living in America. I think in recent years, you've had that idea of 

househusbands or whatnot, but it's a very recent phenomenon. It's a very small 

percentage there and I think ... Yeah, I think it's not just American. But it's a bias 

that you've got in a lot of different cultures too that like ... I don't know, I tend to 

think that guys are in some ways wired naturally to want to take care of their 

families, and so if both are working together to bring, to sustain the family, that's 

one thing. But, if I'm just sitting at home and just looking pretty waiting for my 

wife to come home with a paycheck, it's just ... It's more accepted now, but it's 

definitely not the norm … if I just wasn't working at all, and just taking care of the 

kids, and my wife was working regularly, I think I'd feel a little unmasculine. I 

think that was due to all of the cultural norms that I know…I don't know anyone 

that does that... I don't know any female friend that would be okay with that also. I 

have a couple of guys and girls that I know would find that odd. The guys would 

feel unmasculine. I think the girls would like not be as impressed with their 

significant others.  

Insaf’s description of what he would so as a stay-at-home dad made me ask if he thought 

one job would be more difficult than the other. He replied: 

No, I don't think one is harder than the other…I think raising kids can be just as 

hard if not harder than earning money depending on what you do…I'm 

generalizing here, but I think in general, women are more empathetic with kids, 

the average woman than the average guy...I think that's the main reason why you 

have more female kindergarten teachers than ..I don't know any male 
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kindergarten teachers because they just have a better what of dealing with kids 

and kids generally end up connecting better with females than with males, and so 

that's why women may be actually a little bit better, not that guys can't do it. But, 

it's more of just what traditionally girls happen to be, and I think blurring for both 

people working on both roles is fine in my mind.  

Insaf’s explanation for his desire that a wife would raise their young children, does not 

sound particularly Asian in any way. His reasoning is a common explanation for gender 

inequality in care work (England 2005). However, it’s notable that Insaf thinks first of 

this norm as an American norm, something that he has grown up with, not something that 

is particularly Asian. Although as a Muslim Pakistani man, someone might survey him 

and attribute his traditional gender roles to his ethnic culture. The larger point is that 

whatever cultural beliefs his parents socialized him into from their religion and ethnic 

culture, they would not have survived without American cultural reinforcement. 

Similarly, John said: 

Honestly, as ... I don't know if there's like this thing, but as a guy, as a person 

that's not a mom, I'd rather not spend 24/7 with my son. Not because I don't love 

him, but because it's tiring, so I have a lot more freedom and I just basically can 

see him when I want to see him, which is awesome if you think about it. Which 

doesn't make sense when I have some clients that I talk to and they're fighting for 

custody and I'm like "are you sure you want to fight for custody?" You've got to 

really think through this. People do that because they want to spite their spouse, 

they just want to spite each other. Go and take their kid away from the other. 

Most dads I think are better off, giving up the son to the mom. There used to be a 

bias in courts over that, and it's like a big thing, issue, right? But, I think in 

general, I think kids are better, especially little kids are better off with their mom. 
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Mothers are more nurturing and blah, blah, blah. I just feel like a lot of guys 

aren't equipped to deal with a small child. Later on when they're bigger that 

might be better, but yeah. Unless, like the mom is like a drug addict or can't really 

function right, but that's kind of a different situation. 

 Here, John clearly admits that childcare is hard work and his life is easier without it. 

While many of the earlier quotes showed that Asian American men wanted children and 

to get married, when these realities were actually possible, the majority of them avoided 

getting married or having children. In fact, most of them avoided even thinking about 

what those types of relationships would entail, many of them only having an idea of what 

they would not want to do. A few of the men saw themselves as caregivers but for most 

of these men, the main reason to get married and have children was to avoid social 

isolation in old age and to leave a legacy. Given that these men had experienced 

restrictive childhoods, and had spent most of young adulthood working toward financial 

security, often in jobs they didn’t particularly care about, and without the recognition 

they thought they deserved for their work, finally when they could enjoy comfort, the 

option to enjoy leisure before dealing with aging parents made finding the right partner, 

marrying that person, and having children a set of emotional and relational endeavors that 

these men didn’t have the cultural upbringing and social skills for in the American dating 

market.  
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 

While there is some literature discussing Asian American men’s experiences in 

the paid labor market, I found much less research on how to make sense of their 

challenges with dating, friendship, and caregiving as adults. This dissertation reveals the 

partial inclusion of Asian American men into American society and reminds scholars of 

the areas such as the executive positions in organizations, organized sports, and social 

welfare policy and health services that do not include Asian American men because the 

model minority stereotype persists. 

The model minority strategy for success persists in part because it is useful to 

some Asian American men to gain limited advantages in the workforce, but it also 

persists because American society uses Asian Americans to uphold the idea of the 

American dream—that the U.S. is a multicultural, meritocratic, colorblind society where 

racial minorities can succeed if they just work hard enough. Although anti-Asian racism 

has a long history in the U.S., the recent rise in anti-Asian hate crimes, violence, racism, 

and discrimination reminds us that the American dream remains elusive for people who 

are not perceived as racially white.  

Ultimately, I argue that American culture required a specific set of relational 

skills and social connections from Asian American men to achieve the kind of 

professional and personal life that they desired. Importantly, the way their parents raised 

them, and the way they approached their interpersonal relationships as adults could be 

understood from a normative American gaze as aberrant, a weakness, or a psychological 

pathology to be rectified by mental health counseling. Instead, I would argue that Asian 

American men learned what being an Asian American man would entail in American 

culture and accepted the proven strategies available to them to achieve material success. 
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In other words, they chose the path of least racial resistance in American culture, or 

optimized their racial position, within American culture.  

An unintended consequence of their cultural strategies for economic success 

seemed to include avoiding the emotional turmoil of close relationships, by essentially 

only having relationships that would be least costly to their economic productivity. 

Reflecting the subordination of reproductive labor—associated with women’s bodies—to 

the domination of labor in the workforce, these men distanced themselves from care 

work. Some might say that prioritizing paid labor over unpaid labor in relationships is the 

optimal path for future generations of Asian American men and everybody else, by 

limiting fertility to the carrying capacity of the Earth’s resources and allowing people to 

enjoy weak ties in individual leisure. However, this dystopian view forgets that, until we 

do have a robot workforce, someone has to do the work of producing and raising the 

human bodies for paid labor.  

Some of the Asian American men responded to weaknesses in their relationships, 

usually when tied to work problems, by seeking temporary counseling resources that they 

were hesitant to reveal to parents and others. These rare interventions would suggest that 

if Asian American men perceived disadvantage in their relationships as something 

important that they wanted to improve, there might be ways that they could try to do that. 

However, the discourses that the Asian American men used to understand the avoidance 

and exclusion they described in relationships did not provide an alternative discourse that 

would help them to see the downsides of their cultural strategies. 

When the Asian American respondents identified weak or few relationships, they 

did not identify the lack of social capital or social support as a problem. If the men did 

identify relationship challenges, they attributed these issues to their individual 

personalities or their ethnic upbringing.  Most men did not identify soft skills as 
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something that could be improved and even if they did improve on soft skills enough to 

establish a close relationship, they wanted to avoid the emotional turmoil of having to 

manage that relationship if it should result in conflict, rejection, or other negative 

feelings. That is not to say that most men have amazing relationships with each other and 

other people. However, comparisons of the way the white respondents described 

spending time with their fathers, transitioning from children to friendship as adults, and 

the way the white men easily found mentors and jobs through social capital, and in fact, 

learned soft skills from mentors, stood out against the lack of these resources for Asian 

American men. Relatedly, Harvey-Wingfield’s (2012) study describes the solidarity 

between professional Black men in the workplace and the way that Black men were able 

to establish relationships with white men were advantages that seemed to be missing or 

difficult for the Asian American men in my study.    

Notably, the smaller sample of non-Hispanic white men that I interviewed 

experienced several distinct differences from the patterns I described among Asian 

American men in their pursuit and understanding of relationships in their work and 

family lives. While gendered expectations of breadwinning apply to all men in the U.S., 

and in many other countries, Asian American men felt this expectation in excess as the 

sole way they could be included in the American fabric, not seeing themselves with male 

privilege in creative spaces, cultural media, or leisure activities like sports or dating.  

In Chapter 2, I respond to the research question, how do racially minoritized men 

understand the meanings of work and family from their childhoods? I use the perceptions 

of my adult Asian American men to describe a set of parenting practices I call, restrictive 

immigrant parenting. Restrictive immigrant parenting refers to the way parents expose 

children to the social worlds they know, with the cultural capital they have, consciously 

and unconsciously.  Most of the Asian American men described spending more quality 
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time with their mothers than their fathers. A few of the men experienced periods of 

physical separation from their parents while either they or their parents were in Asia. 

Some of the Asian American men described experiences like Park finds, where time with 

family was structured by a family enterprise. When the men did perceive investment in 

their activities outside of school, these activities were either extra schooling, like Kumon, 

or ethnic-based activities, like going to a temple or a language school. By growing up in 

the U.S., the Asian American men describe their knowledge of social worlds that existed 

for other children but not for them. For example, the Asian American men might read 

about, see, or experience with friends, parents that talked about or participated in a 

variety of American cultural institutions, like sports, movies, romantic dating, or holiday 

traditions. That is not to say that these Asian American men wanted to wholeheartedly 

and unquestionably be these other children. Rather, this knowledge provides context to 

the emotionally meaningful interactions these men described with fathers who helped 

them with math, because it was a skill that fathers brought with them through selective 

immigration and did not require American language or cultural knowledge. These men 

also described mothers who braved unfamiliar institutions and language to create a safe 

and stable space for physical nourishment and creative activities.  

In Chapter 3, I respond to the research question, how does race shape the work 

experiences and careers of high earning and highly educated racially minoritized men? I 

identify four strategies that Asian American men used to approach careers in professional 

occupations. I call these four strategies: meritocratic achievement, technical workhorse, 

traditional destination, and down-scaling. The meritocratic achievement strategy refers to 

the belief that the worker who is most equipped according to formal criteria necessary for 

a job’s responsibilities should receive reward for that achievement. The technical 

workhorse strategy refers to the belief that if the worker is the most technically skilled in 



 223 

their job’s core functions that the worker will receive job security and a comfortable 

income because they will be the most valuable to the company. Traditional destination 

strategy refers to the Asian American men who move to other cities or regions in the U.S. 

because they believe they will have more successful careers in locations where there are 

more established resources and networks among Asian immigrant ethnicities. Down-

scaling refers to the strategy where the worker chooses to work for a business with less 

resources and less workers in order to get more autonomy or authority over their work. I 

also identify four unintended consequences of these strategies for the working lives of 

Asian American men in professional occupations. These four consequences include: 

working long hours, increasing health problems, weak social capital at work, and 

barriers to management positions.  

 In this chapter I use these strategies and consequences to demonstrate a concept I 

call, racial optimization. In the process of racial optimization, racial minorities 

selectively reinforce cultural strategies that help them to gain economic advantages in a 

receiving country’s culture and selectively avoid the cultural strategies that disadvantage 

them economically in a receiving country’s culture. In my study, Asian American men 

rely on cultural strategies that have shaped the history of their families’ immigration and 

ethnic communities’ incorporation into American culture. The Asian American men 

mostly entered science, technology, engineering, and math related occupations and a few 

pursued law. Through STEM interests, Asian American men connected with fathers who 

were able to immigrate to the United States because of their expertise in STEM areas. 

Asian American men have come to the United States due to demand for low and high 

wage labor, but they were not always allowed to bring their families with them or 

allowed to start families in the U.S. Similar to women and other racial minorities, they 

had to fight for the right to enter the same kinds of relationships and spaces that white 
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men had excluded them from. The Asian American men described strategies that helped 

them to avoid reliance on relationships to deal with problems in their work and family 

lives.  

Notably, the cultural strategies that the Asian American men used helped them to 

pursue professional occupations and financial stability, giving them economic resources 

by adhering to American racial expectations for these men. Although most of the men felt 

that they had more income than they needed to pay for basic necessities, their cultural 

upbringing and the types of careers that they had chosen because of those experiences, 

meant that they were relatively opposed to taking career risks to either expand their 

power at work, or to shift careers into work that they might find more personally 

fulfilling. As these men progressed in their occupations, they learned that economic 

resources could be distinct from positions of power through social and cultural capital in 

professional occupations.  

In Chapter 4 and 5, I respond to the research question, how does race and 

ethnicity shape the way racially minoritized men develop relationships as adults? These 

chapters speak to the gendered racial disparity Asian American men experience in 

interracial marriage rates that are observed in the U.S. marriage market.  In the fourth 

chapter I analyze how Asian American men describe their participation in popular 

American sports and how that participation is related to their relationship with their 

fathers. I also describe how the Asian American men perceive their friendships and the 

changing nature of their relationships with family members. The fourth chapter also 

includes the challenges that the Asian American men faced both with who they wanted to 

date, who wanted to date them, and how they would deal with the emotional turmoil of 

relationships that ended.   
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When faced with a dating culture where they were lowest in the racial hierarchy 

for heteronormative dating, Asian American men found family, work, or leisure activities 

to prioritize over dating, tried to find women to date or marry from overseas, or hoped 

that their extended family would find them a partner. When Asian American men faced 

difficulties making friends or establishing close relationships, they wondered if the 

difficulties they were having were due to immutable personality traits they had learned 

from their family of origin. Most of the men did not have resources to help them process 

the emotional conflicts they experienced while dating and did not know how the marriage 

they desired would actually be maintained if they were to have similar issues in the 

context of a marital relationship. Moreover, considering how they felt as children 

growing up in their families, many men felt there would have to be next to perfect 

conditions in their marriage and jobs to have children. For example, the men did not want 

to give up the demanding jobs they had worked so hard for, but they also wanted to marry 

partners that would understand them as Asian American men and provide the kind of 

caregiving they saw their mothers provide. Moreover, the men wanted to be able to be the 

fathers that they didn’t have. While these would be ambitious goals for any well-

resourced family, most of the men had grown up in families where their mothers did all 

of the relationship work to keep their families together, and without realizing it, many of 

the men could have been expecting the same of their future partners.   

In the fifth chapter, I review how the Asian American men think about current or 

future plans for marriage and children. I analyze how Asian American men think about 

how their parents’ marital relationship might affect what they would be like in marriage 

and how experiences with their parents might affect how they would be as caregivers for 

their children. This chapter also includes the way these men expect to be responsible for 

their parents, as their parents age. Their parents did not reveal much of their personal 



 226 

lives or provide emotional support or help with relationship development for their 

children that Asian American children saw their peers had. Parents had language and 

cultural barriers and lacked time and resources. Extended family sometimes stepped in 

but many of these men did not have those relationships because of immigration. Parents 

created restrictions around dating and friendships by limiting close relationships to family 

members, keeping children close to home with a stay-home mother, and limiting 

experiences where children would develop cross-racial and cross-gender friendships. This 

meant that when Asian American men became adults and went to college or work, they 

experienced the consequences of delayed development of the social and emotional skills 

that would help them get management positions at work, build supportive friendships, 

and long-term romantic relationships. 

Although Asian American men valued marriage and children, they saw these 

milestones as the last item on their priority list as adults. As documented in earlier 

chapters, the men’s relationships were highly regulated through high school and college, 

plus these men were studying and working in careers that left little time for close and 

long-term relationship development. More importantly, dating experiences and the 

supports needed to establish emotional ties leading to companionate marriage were hard 

for Asian American men to come by. When Asian American men finally felt like they 

had reached a level of financial security not only for themselves, but the potential and 

real needs of their family of origin, they wanted to enjoy the financial security and leisure 

time that they didn’t have as kids, teenagers, college students, and young adults. When 

these men wanted to date, they met a dating and marriage market racialized against them. 

Moreover, the Asian American men believed that the women most likely to date them 

would be Asian American women. However, there is a greater demand for Asian 

American women in the American dating market than Asian American men. Asian 
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American women may prefer to date men who do not remind them of the gender 

inequities they experienced in their families.  More importantly, when relationships 

became difficult, they didn’t have the past experiences or supportive relationships to help 

them get through rough patches.  

Limitations and Future Research 

This research opens up a few areas of further inquiry to understand alternative 

discourses to the racial optimization strategies I have described here and to understand 

how exclusion happens in informal spaces. A more in-depth study of how Asian 

American men participate in and consume American sports like basketball and football 

could reveal how much of exclusion from these sports is self-driven versus structural. A 

study of the way Asian American women in professional occupations date and manage 

work and family would speak to how the women these men intend to marry foresee their 

caregiving expectations. Further study into the importance of relationships in professional 

occupations would include building on studies of the breadwinner bonus. For example, at 

later stages in the career, are there advantages to having a family for the building of 

social networks with other men in advanced stages of their careers.  

Conclusion 

I return to the question posed at the beginning of the introduction. What is Asian 

about these Asian American men and their success? The answer is mostly nothing. Most 

of them have never been to Asia or spent any significant amount of time there. They have 

learned the meaning of being Asian primarily through the White American gaze, 

memory, and history of what Asia has meant for U.S. politics and racial politics in the 

U.S. When Asian American men referred to Asian parenting or their Asian personality, 

they referred to stereotypes of the tiger mother or educational achievements in science 

and math. However, they also described mothers who were creative with limited 
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resources to make chores a game or brighten up a holiday. They also described parents 

who took kids to tennis or swimming, who were kind and honest hosts, and who 

supported children and relatives who had health and financial problems.  The parts of 

their culture that the Asian American men label as Asian show that they use American 

discourses of what is Asian to explain what they have experienced. When they describe 

experiences that would not be attributed to Asian culture, they don’t label it as such. 

These men, unconsciously with their parents and sometimes consciously in their 

communities have adapted cultural strategies that the U.S. finds accepting to its racial and 

international politics.  
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Appendices 

 

APPENDIX A. SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Q1 What is your assigned ID number?  

Q2 What is today's date? 

Q3 How old are you? 

Q4 What is your race?  

Q5 What is your ethnicity? If relevant, please indicate caste e.g. Nepalese, Brahmin 

(caste example only for Asian) 

Q6 What is your sexual orientation? Do you consider yourself: 

o bi-sexual  (3)  

o gay  (2)  

o heterosexual  (1)  

o queer  (6)  

o Don't know or something else  (5)  

 

Q7 What is your religion? If non-religious please write n/a 

 

Q8 What languages do you speak and understand? Please indicate level: beginner, 

intermediate, advanced and type of fluency: spoken and/or written 

 

Q9 In what country or countries do you have citizenship? 

 

Q10 For how many generations has your mother's family lived in the U.S.? 1st generation 

is the generation that immigrated to the U.S.  
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Q11 What is your mother's level of academic education? 

o less than high school degree  (1)  

o High school graduate  (2)  

o Some college  (3)  

o 2 year degree  (4)  

o 4 year degree  (5)  

o Professional degree  (6)  

o Doctorate  (7)  

 

Q12 For how many generations has your father's family lived in the U.S.? 1st generation 

is the generation that immigrated to the U.S.  

Q13 What is your father's education level? 

o less than high school  (1)  

o High school graduate  (2)  

o Some college  (3)  

o 2 year degree  (4)  

o 4 year degree  (5)  

o Professional degree  (6)  

o Doctorate  (7)  

 



 231 

Q13 Do you have any siblings? 

o No siblings  (1)  

o Yes, please describe gender and age difference compared to you e.g. brother older 

than me by four years  (2) ________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q14 About how long have you lived in Austin?  

 

Q15 What area in Austin or neighborhood do you live in? 

 

Q16 What is your primary reason for living in that area or neighborhood? e.g. close to 

work, close to kid's school, cheaper rent 

 

Q17 What is your current relationship status? You can select more than one option.  

▢ Single, never married  (1)  

▢ In a dating relationship  (2)  

▢ Married or in a civil-union/domestic partnership  (3)  

▢ Re-married  (4)  

▢ Separated  (5)  

▢ Divorced  (6)  

▢ Widowed  (7)  

▢ Other  (8) ________________________________________________ 
 

 

Q18 Do you have children? If so, what is their gender and their age? Please put n/a if you 

don't have children. 
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Q19 After your high school degree, what degree(s) have you earned and from which 

schools? e.g. BS UT Austin, MPH Rice University 

 

Q20 What is your current occupation? Please indicate if you own your own business or 

are self-employed.  

 

Q21 What is your annual salary? Please select the range. 

o Under $20,000  (157)  

o $20,000 - $39,999  (183)  

o $40,000 - $59,999  (185)  

o $60,000 - $79,999  (191)  

o $80,000 - $99,999  (189)  

o $100,000 - $149,999  (187)  

o $150,000 - $199,999  (193)  

o $200,000 - $499,999  (195)  

o $500,000 or above  (197)  

 

Q22 Besides the income from your job, do you have any other sources of income or 

financial support?  

o No  (1)  

o Yes, please describe e.g. rental income, stock market investments  (2) 

________________________________________________ 
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Q23 If you share finances with another person, what is your total household income for 

the last year? Please select the range. 

o Under $20,000  (1)  

o $20,000 - $39,999  (2)  

o $40,000 - $59,999  (3)  

o $60,000 - $79,999  (4)  

o $80,000 - $99,999  (5)  

o $100,000 - $149,999  (6)  

o $150,000 - $199,999  (7)  

o $200,000 - $499,999  (8)  

o $500,000 or above  (9)  

o n/a- I do not share finances with another person  (10)  

 

Q24 In general, would you say that you have: 

o a lot more money than needed to pay for basic necessities  (1)  

o more money than needed to pay for basic necesities  (2)  

o just enough money to pay for basic necessities  (3)  

o not enough money to pay for basic necessities  (4)  

 

APPENDIX B. INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Job Details 

1. What do you do in your job?  
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2. How did you get your job?  

3. What do you like about your job? 

4. What do you not like about your job? 

5. Why did you choose this career/field? 

Work Relationships 

6. Do you have friends in your job? How do you spend time with them outside of 

work?  

7. Do you have anyone who advises or mentors you in your career?  What is that 

relationship like? What is their age, race, gender, and nationality? 

8.  How do you know whether you are doing a good job at work? 

9. Have you ever felt like you were treated unfairly at work?  

Career Trajectory 

10. Have you ever experienced an extended period of unemployment? What was that 

like? 

11. Have you ever experienced financial problems?  

12. Can you tell me about any goals that you have for your career? 

13. How do you plan to accomplish these goals? Do you foresee any barriers to these 

goals?  

14. Have you ever had to take care of your parents? In what way?  

Childhood 

15. Where did you grow up?  

16. Did your family experience financial problems when you were a child? 

17. (if siblings) What was your relationship with your sibling(s) like, while you were 

growing up? Has anything changed?  
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18. What was your relationship with your father like growing up? How did you spend 

time with him?  

20. What did your father do for work? 

21. What was your relationship with your mother like growing up? How did you 

spend time with her?  

22. What did she do for work?  

23. How would you describe your relationship with your parents now? (probe for 

talking activities caregiving)  

24. Is there anything you wish you could change about your relationship with your 

parents? 

25. If you were/are a parent, what kind of a parent do you want to be? Has your 

relationship with your parents influenced the way you would want to be as a 

parent?   

26. (If you were to have children) how would you show your children you care for 

them?  

27. Seeing your parents’ marital relationship, has that informed how you would want 

to be like with a marital partner?  

Friendships and Dating 

28. How do you spend your time outside of work? 

29. Who do you spend the most time with outside of work?   

30. Describe your two closest friends for me. What is their age, race, gender? probe  

31. Why do you live in Austin now? As opposed to living somewhere else  

32. (if single) Are you currently dating? Can you tell me what dating is like for you?  

33. What kind of a partner do you look for? Personality, physical, race, religion, any 

characteristics.  
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34. How do you find people to date? 

35. When you were/are dating, do you talk to anyone about your dating experiences?   

36. If you had trouble dating in Austin, do you think it would be easier somewhere 

else? Why? 

37. Do you have any plans for marriage or having kids? Why/why not? How many 

kids? 

38. Why did/do you want to have kids? When/how did you know?  

39.  How do you (plan to) manage work and family responsibilities?  

If respondent is in a Married or Committed Relationship 

40. How did you meet your partner?   

41. How do you spend time with your partner?  

42. How do you show your partner you care for them? 

43. How do you and your partner split household work?  

44. If you have disagreements with your partner, do you talk about them with other 

people? 

45. What are the most common topics that you disagree about?  

46. Is there anything you wish you could change about your relationship with your 

partner? 

47. How does your partner spend time with your child(ren)? (if children)  

If respondent has children 

48. How do you spend time with your child(ren)?  

49. Are there other people you talk to about parenting? Who are they?  

50. Is there anything you wish you could change about your relationship with your 

child(ren)?  

If respondent identifies as GBTQ  
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51. Are you out to your parents? (if so, how did that happen, if not –why not) 

52. Are you out to people at work? (if so, how did that happen, if not –why not) 

53. Are you out to your friends? (if so, how did that happen, if not –why not)  
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