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Abstract

It has been 50 years since the term, model minority, first appeared in the United
States to describe Asian Americans as an ethnic group that overcame the image of
the “yellow peril” and successfully climbed the social ladder. Scholars have tried
to debunk the myth and reveal racism behind the notion. However, the “over-
education” view has flourished in Asian American Studies as the most popular
research direction, serving the socioeconomic self-interest of professors with highly
educated Asian Americans as research subjects (Sakamoto, Takei, & Woo, 2012).
To refute the “over-education” view and meet the contextual need to generate a
new paradigm of research, this article reviews major themes of the MMS through
the lens of postcolonialism based on the discourse of Empire by Hardt and Negri
(2000). In the domain of Empire, the model minority stereotype (MMS) is defined
as a strategy for imperial control that integrates, differentiates, and manages. Asian
American intellectuals and professionals are analyzed from the perspective of
Empire with suggestions for future research directions.
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Introduction

It has been 50 years since the term, model minority, first appeared in the United States. William
Petersen (1966) described how Japanese Americans could “climb over the highest barriers” of
racism and overcome the yellow peril image in his article, “Success Story, Japanese—American
Style” published in the New York Times Magazine (p. 43). He identified the reason for success as
due to their cultural heritage through respect for authority and strong work ethic, while
emphasizing their contrast with African American stereotypes. It was a defining moment that
changed the image of Asian Americans from “yellow peril” to “model minority.” By the 1980s,
similar success stories of Asian Americans were published in major magazines such as Newsweek,
Fortune, and Time, which led to the model minority image of Asian Americans becoming rooted
in people’s minds (Kwon & Au, 2010).

Hartlep (2013a) wrote that it was not accidental for Asian Americans to be chosen as a
model minority, asserting that there was a political purpose behind it. By the mid-1960s, the U.S.
government was increasing its intervention in race relations as the Civil Rights Movement
progressed with African Americans as the central power (Osajima, 2005). In 1964, President
Johnson declared a “war on poverty” to build a “Great Society” (Lyndon Johnson’s ‘Great Society,’
n.d.). The war was intended for social welfare, but it served the status quo by depicting messages:
Asian Americans are hardworking with no need for welfare; people of all races can make the same
achievement as Asian Americans do through hard work, which proves the United States is not a
racist society (Fong, 2008; Osajima, 2005; Sakamoto et al., 2012). This served as a divisive and
controlling mechanism for people of color following the Civil Rights Movement when more
underrepresented groups joined African Americans in asserting their rights.

For five decades, scholarship on the MMS has attempted to debunk the myth and reveal
racism behind the notion. Hartlep (2013a) summarized what MMS research has revealed so far: it
has silenced Asian Americans against racism, maintained the status quo, and challenged the mental
health of Asian Americans. However, as noted by Sakamoto et al. (2012), the MMS scholarship
has centered on racial discrimination that highly educated Asian Americans experience in the labor
market. Influenced by the hardworking and over-achieving image of a model minority, the most
popular argument in the MMS literature is that Asian Americans are over-educated compared to
non-Hispanic Whites and receive lower income for their education, which is known as the “over-
education” view (Sakamoto et al., 2012). This argument is elitist because it pertains to highly
educated Asian Americans who are the most privileged group in the labor market (Hartlep, 2013a;
Sakamoto et al., 2012). As a result, the view has not only failed to illuminate issues such as class
disparities between the highly educated and low educated workers, but suggested more inequality
and income gap in the labor market by claiming a higher income for the already highest-earning
Asian Americans (Sakamoto et al., 2012). Moreover, the MMS tends to be complied with and
embraced by these highly educated and highest-earning Asian Americans as evidenced in several
empirical studies as a strategy for success in universities and workplaces (Eguchi & Starosta, 2012;
Ho, 2003; Oyserman & Sakamoto, 1997; Trytten, Lowe, & Walden, 2012; Wong, Lai, Nagasawa,
& Lin, 1998).

Related to the tendency that the MMS discourse has mainly served highly educated Asian
Americans and the model minority image is positively accepted by them, this article situates the
MMS discourse in the postcolonial context, viewing the MMS as a contemporary representation
of Orientalism and strategy of the command mechanism of Empire, in the sense that it has
accommodated the intellectual class into Empire as its serving agents. According to Said (1978),
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Orientalism has been “successfully accommodated to the new imperialism, where its ruling
paradigms do not contest, and even confirm, the continuing imperial design to dominate Asia” (p.
322). In this imperial map, the MMS can be explained as “one of the special triumphs of
Orientalism” (Said, 1978, p. 322) because the MMS has been internalized by highly educated
Asian Americans, whose minds can be interpreted through what postcolonial scholars have
delineated as colonial mentality (Memmi, 1965), inferiority complex (Fanon, 1986), double
consciousness (DuBois, 1965), and mimicry (Bhabah, 1984). From the same perspective,
borrowing Freire’s (1970) term, the MMS can be defined as a prescribed guideline that results in
a “prescribed behavior” as a consequence of “having internalized the image of the oppressor and
adopted his guidelines” (p. 47).

Through the lens of postcolonialism, this article analyzes major themes of the MMS, Asian
American intellectuals as professors and researchers, and highly educated Asian Americans as a
workforce in the labor market, specifically in the context of Empire continuously expanding with
the process of globalization. This article bases the notion of Empire in the current historical context
upon the discourse of Empire by Hardt and Negri (2000). They identified Empire as a “decentered
and deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively incorporates the entire global realm
within its open, expanding frontiers” through effective management of “hybrid identities, flexible
hierarchies, and plural exchanges through modulating networks of command” (Hardt & Negri,
2000, pp. xii—xiii). The imperative of Empire for social control has three moments: (1)
inclusiveness of every race, culture, gender, (2) differentiation through the promotion of
multiculturalism deprived of political perspectives, and (3) management through hierarchization
for its economic expansion (Hardt & Negri, 2000). The MMS is analyzed through these three
facets of imperial control.

The Evolution of Empire and Globalization

Scholars have differing views on the manifested form of Empire in the current context, specifically
whether the United States is the historical representation of Empire inheriting the 20th century
European empires (Loomba, 2015). Empires in the colonial period were “expansive, militarized,
and multiethnic political organizations that significantly limit[ed] the sovereignty of the peoples
and polities they conquer[ed],” specifically with “hegemony, great powers, and international
influence” at the borders (Steinmetz, 2014, p. 79). While competition at the borders was the nature
of the colonial empires, Empire in the postcolonial context is a “new global form of sovereignty,”
which is “composed of a series of national or supernational organisms united under a single logic
of rule” and the “political subject that effectively regulates global exchanges” (Hardt & Negri,
2000, p. xii). It is a “single power that overdetermines them all, structuring them in a unitary way,
and treats them under one common notion of right that is decidedly postcolonialist and
postimperialist” (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 9).

The Expansion of Empire and Globalization: Past and Present
The expansion of Empire proceeds with the process of globalization while the historical linkage

between empires and globalization provides clues for the current combination between the two
(Everill, 2016; ladicola, 2008; Said, 1978, 1993; Steinmetz, 2014; Wink, 2004). The Bible
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“recorded” the history of empires from Sumer to Babylon, from Babylon to Assyria and Egypt,
and then Greece and Rome, which is now a “new empire whose reach is co-extensive with the
world itself” (Wink, 2004, p. 25). Idadicola (2008) identified empires as the critical historical
forces of globalization, defining them as the “chief globalizers of the world” (p. 5). Everill (2016)
found migration, trade, and cultural convergence as the common themes that link globalization
and the expansion of the European empires in the 16th century, and the same themes are found in
today’s globalization process.

While connecting the characteristics of globalization with how empires expanded in the
colonial era, scholars have also searched the manifestation of Empire in the present context in the
process of globalization. Scholars have identified the United States as a reinstated empire replacing
the European empires led by Britain and France (ladicola, 2008; Kalb, 2006; Pieterse, 2004; Said,
1978, 1993; Smith, 2003, 2005). The United States emerged as the central power of globalization
and transnational capitalism in postcolonial scholarship in the early 1990s (Schueller, 2004). Kalb
(2006) stated the United States is signifying globalization, with transnational capital through global
corporations concentrated in it. ladicola (2008) defined “the Empire of the United States of
America” as the central integrative forces of globalization with its political, economic, cultural,
and military control (p. 13). Scholars such as Maira (2009) and Steger (2005) viewed that the
imperial power of the United States became stronger with 9/11, which then was used to justify its
globalizing force. Steger (2005) said that the involvement of the U.S. military power shifted the
soft market globalism in the 1990s to imperial globalism in the 2000s.

Boswell (2004) contended that the United States would remain the strongest in its military
power, but its economic hegemony was in decline; therefore, there was no evidence that the U.S.
built empire or state was directly controlling other client states. He lamented that the United States
was losing its control over its competitor, Europe. However, a series of recent events occurring in
Europe today is raising doubts about Europe’s hegemony: the influx of migrants and refugees
(Migrant crisis, 2016), being the recruitment base and target of attacks of ISIS (Bremmer, 2016),
the Euro debt crisis mainly caused by unemployment and the EU’s incapability to solve it
(Thimann, 2015), and most recently, the United Kingdom’s decision to leave the European Union
(Brexit build-up to a referendum, 2016).

No Single Dominating Empire

Another group of scholars view the United States as one of the nation empires emerging through
re-regionalization as global power shifts toward a new world order (Okur, 2007). They noted that
it is difficult to say a single nation or cluster of nations dominates the world, which was proven by
the emergence of the G20 instead of G8 (Buzan & Lawson, 2014). Brzezinski (2013) included
Japan, China, and India as rising powers that disperse the geopolitical map of the world.

With the 20th and early 21st century powers such as the United States and Europe not
identified as single dominating empires any longer, it is timely to return to the classic discourse of
Empire by Hardt and Negri (2000) to examine where and how Empire is manifested. Hardt and
Negri acknowledged the leading role of the United States in establishing a new world order as
evidenced by the nation’s constitutional project and global expansion. They described Empire as
a totalizing process, having its lineage in ancient Rome, where the juridical system and ethical
justification were united as an “organic whole” to guarantee peace and justice for all peoples (p.
10). It is a single power “called in being” for the international juridical formation and constitution
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under a global consensus for the purpose of resolving conflicts and expanding the domain of
consensuses that maintain the power (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 15). It is in the open space globally
constituted, operating on global capitalism, where “power finds the logics of its order always
renewed and always re-created in expansion” (p. 190). There is no specific “place” of this
sovereign power, and it is “everywhere and nowhere” (p. 190). Hardt and Negri (2000) identified
the form of Empire in the supranational role of global bodies, the United Nations and its affiliated
organizations: multi- and transnational finance and trade agencies such as the International
Monetary Fund and the World Bank and humanitarian organizations like non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) that function more symbolically to represent the juridical order of Empire,
powered by globalized capitalist production and distribution.

The Society of Control

Based on Foucault’s discourse of power, Hardt and Negri (2000) discussed two essential concepts
of Empire—the society of control and biopower. To explain the concepts, they distinguished
between disciplinary society and the society of control. Disciplinary society operates upon social
commands, reinforcing obedience to its rules and system of inclusion and/or exclusion through
disciplinary institutions such as prisons, factories, schools, universities, and so on. Its power sets
parameters and limits on thought and practice through sanctions and prescriptions on normalcy
and/or deviance.

In contrast, the society of control makes the command mechanisms more “democratic,”
ingrained in the brains and bodies of the people, so “the behaviors of social integration and
exclusion proper to rule are thus increasingly interiorized within the subjects themselves” (Hardt
& Negri, 2000, p. 23). This control is exercised beyond social institutions unlike in the disciplinary
society, through “flexible and fluctuating networks” (p. 23). The society of control works with the
biopolitical nature of power, a form of power that “regulates social life from its interior, following
it, interpreting it, absorbing it, and rearticulating it” (pp. 23—-24). The power becomes most
effective over people’s lives when every person “embraces and reactivates” its integral, vital
function “of his or her own accord” (p. 24). It reaches the deepest consciousness and bodies of
people so the society can function as a single body (Hardt & Negri, 2000).

Hardt and Negri (2000) took NGOs as examples completely immersed in the biopolitical
context of the constitution of Empire. It is because these NGOs demonstrate the imperial order as
a peaceful biopolitical context, providing moral and ethical justification of the imperial control. In
this society, people’s individuality, when contrasted with its order, is determined by the ethical,
political, and juridical categories of Empire, but the whole process is done peacefully (Hardt &
Negri, 2000). It means the imperial control is so immersed into people and their everyday lives
that they do not realize they are under its imperial control.

Imperatives of Empire: Three Controlling Mechanisms
Hardt and Negri (2000) delineated the controlling mechanism of Empire, which consists of three
imperatives: (1) inclusive, (2) differential, and (3) managerial. The first imperative, inclusiveness,

represents the liberal aspect of Empire. It sets aside differences, which means it actually removes
“the potential of the various constituent subjectivities” resulting in Empire’s appearance as a
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peaceful domain for universal integration, sending a message that all can live harmoniously within
the domain without resistance or conflict (p. 198).

Second, its differential moment celebrates and actively promotes ethnic identities and
cultural differences with the support of global bodies. These differences are non-political in nature,
not causing uncontrollable conflicts, to function as a “force of peaceful identification” (p. 199).
Official promotions of multiculturalism in the United States are examples. Empire’s strategy to be
differential does not mean it creates differences but makes what already exists work (Hardt &
Negri, 2000).

Finally, the differential moment is followed by the managerial or hierarchical moment,
which represents Empire’s economic command. Unlike colonial power that thrives on identity
separation, Empire prospers with movement and mixture, operating modulation and
transformation to cope with the multiplicity and complexity of variables and come up with various
solutions, which are “always incomplete” but still effective and pragmatic (Hardt & Negri, 2000,
p. 199).

Hardt and Negri (2000) provided examples that show the managerial moment of the
imperial society of control most efficiently. New England factories and Appalachian coal mines
in the early 20th century relied on European immigrants, who brought their traditions and cultures
to the new land. Bosses carefully managed these immigrant workers by their national backgrounds
in each workshop to produce a strong mechanism of command in each mine. Another example is
a banana plantation in Central America, where labor was managed by differentiating ethnic groups
subjected to varied methods and degrees of exploitation and repression. As a result, hostility and
divisions among ethnicities occurred, which ultimately improved production with well facilitated
control (Bourgois, 1989, as cited in Hardt & Negri, 2000).

These examples demonstrate a primary strategy of the imperial society of control is not
cultural assimilation, but multiculturalism, or peaceful co-existence of multiple cultures. This was
an emerging phenomenon in the late 20th century when ethnic and national diversities rose in
Europe, Africa, Asia, and the Americas (Hardt & Negri, 2000). It was time to witness Empire’s
real power thrived on “contingency, mobility, and flexibility”” with its solution to conflict affirming
and managing these differences effectively for its command mechanism (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p.
200).

The Model Minority Stereotype and Images of Asian Americans

To understand and interpret the MMS in the postcolonial context, it is necessary to review major
themes developed by the MMS scholarship and analyze them based on the characteristics of
Empire explained above. The first two subjects—the MMS and images of Asian Americans and
the MMS and racism are the most studied subjects in the MMS discourse, which are
comprehensively derived from the first annotated compilation of resources on the MMS (Hartlep,
2013b). The last subject is Asian American intellectuals and professionals and their embrace of
the MMS. Though rarely studied, this subject will suggest a stepping stone that bridges what has
been studied so far with what can be researched further in relation to postcolonialism and the
notion of Empire.

Scholarship on the MMS and images of Asian Americans are grounded in Said’s (1978)
scholarship. Orientalism refers to a “system of representations framed by a whole set of forces that
brought the Orient into Western learning, Western consciousness, and later, Western empire” (Said,
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1978, pp. 202-203). McLeod (2010) summarized six important points of Orientalism described by
Said (1978, 1985) as follows:

(1) Orientalism sets up a binary division between the Orient and the Occident, resulting
from the West’s dreams, fantasies, and assumptions about the East.

(2) Orientalism is the West’s dreams, fantasies, and assumptions about the East as a
radically different, contrasting place.

(3) Orientalism is institutional because such assumptions have circulated academies and
institutions as legitimate knowledge and truths, and as subjects for study.

(4) Orientalism is literary and creative because it overlaps with the multitude of creative
arts, producing new forms of representation and genres of writing.

(5) Orientalism is legitimating and reproductive because it perpetuates itself, functioning
as a system of representations for imperial control.

(6) “Latent” and “manifest” Orientalism are distinguished. Latent Orientalism represents
the unchanging, constant assumptions about the Orient over time, which is specified in
manifest Orientalism at different historical times.

With these concepts of Orientalism in mind, many studies have been conducted on how
Asian Americans are portrayed by media (Hamamoto, 1994; Osajima, 2005; Paek & Shah, 2003;
Shim, 1998; Taylor, Landreth, & Bang, 2005; Taylor & Stern, 1997; Zhang, 2010). Of this work,
Osajima (2005) comparatively analyzed the way the U.S. press portrayed Asian Americans in the
1960s and in the 1980s, specifically how the image of Asian Americans has been shaped as a
model minority in the social and political context. His findings indicated that compared to the
1960s, the MMS discourse in the 1980s became diverse to reflect more complex images of Asian
Americans, even criticizing Asian Americans’ success image and addressing their advancement
into the political arena. He pointed out that the discourse in the 1980s was characterized by more
criticism and balanced views of Asian Americans. It became less political using non-racial terms
than in the 1960s when more racial perspectives were used to compare Asian Americans with other
minorities. Hard work remained as the reason for success of Asian Americans in both periods
(Osajima, 2005).

Studies have found that the MMS is a divide-and-conquer strategy because it presents
Asian Americans as a success model to follow and justifies no need of affirmative action and social
welfare for minorities (Cheng, 1997; Chou, 2008; Kia, 2007). Interestingly, the changes of the
MMS discourse in Osajima’s (2005) study indicated that the MMS is not solely a divide-and-
conquer strategy any more, unlike in the 1960s when it was devised and mainly compared Asian
Americans with other minorities. Based on what is delineated by Hardt and Negri (2000), the MMS
can be understood as an imperial strategy that integrates, differentiates, and manages.

Model Minority Stereotype: Serving the Interests of Empire

How does the MMS integrate, differentiate, and manage, in other words, welcome all within its
boundaries, take away any possibility that leads to “real” political resistance and conflicts, and
make all minorities, including Asian Americans, serve the interests of Empire? By accepting
criticism and even promoting more criticism as evidence of its flexibility and acknowledgement
of differences. The criticism should not possess any capability or intention to organize an opinion
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that can lead to mass movement, staying safely within the territory where it is supposed to be,
which is the realm of “discourse” with other topics whether in media or academia. This is why
Asian Americans’ advancement in politics in the discourse of the 1980s should not be understood
as if they are making “real” political advancement, because it is not the only topic, but one of the
diverse topics of Asian Americans that are allowed to be discussed before Empire’s all-welcoming
gaze. Again, Empire acknowledges multiplicity and diversity, but does not want criticism to
develop into political resistance and conflicts. Osajima’s (2005) finding that the tendency of the
discourse of the 1980s became less political using non-racial terms is additional evidence the MMS
discourse has settled down for “peace” or has been led to that direction. In this way, the purpose
Empire has placed on the MMS has been successfully accomplished, giving false thought to Asian
American intellectuals and activists that their rights are being achieved or improvements are on
the way, particularly as related to their economic conditions and welfare.

In addition, the MMS shows the managerial moment of Empire for its economic expansion
as exemplified by Hardt and Negri (2000) in how the labor of the plantation and mine workers was
managed. The MMS, as a divide-and-conguer strategy, is specifically applied for this managerial
moment of Empire as Chae (2008) stated that the MMS is a strategy devised and used by capitalists.
Hard work as a signifier of success of Asian Americans in both the 1960s and the 1980s indicates
that the MMS is used for the managerial or hierarchical moment of imperial control. It was a
method devised for Asian Americans out of the varied methods used for different ethnicities and
cultures. As the economic face of Empire, this strategy makes people competitively serve the
economic interest of the imperial society like the plantation workers on the banana plantation in
Central America. In this sense, the MMS carries a strong degree of exploitation among the varied
methods because it requires arduous work that spans generations, which incessantly tells them to
aim for higher education and higher paying jobs. The tendency to work hard and be obedient to
authority is culturally embedded in Asian Americans’ nature; however, it is not in fact and this
will be explained later. The MMS is a successful example of an imperial strategy ethnically and
culturally improved and reinforced in the process of the strategical development for more effective
control. Because the MMS sends out the message hard work equals success not only to the ethnic
group it was intended for, but to other minorities as well, then all yearn for the same success
through hard work competing with Asian Americans. The MMS, therefore, carries the triple
imperative of Empire: inclusion, differentiation, and management. Its divide-and-conquer facet is
specially designed for the economic order of Empire.

The Changing Form of the Model Minority Stereotype

In previous research, the MMS has been studied as a divide-and-conquer strategy as if it is an
innate attribute. To introduce Osajima’s (2005) article in his edited book, Ono (2005) wrote, “while
it appears to be a compliment, in fact it implies that Asian Americans can never be on equal footing
with Whites, even as it simultaneously creates a ‘divide and conquer’ strategy to win over Asian
Americans and pit Asian Americans against Blacks and Latinas/os” (p. 8). As indicated in this
quote, the MMS was devised to present Asian Americans as a triumphant case against other
minorities. It also shows that Asian Americans were intentionally selected as a model minority by
the U.S. government to shift away negative international attention from itself (Hartlep, 2013a).
However, these identified purposes, for which Empire created the MMS, require scrutiny through
the changing form of the stereotype.
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The pattern of the imperial control changes continuously regardless of regions and cultures,
but continuously modifies itself fitting diverse regions and cultures (Hardt & Negri, 2000). It
suggests imperial strategies can always change according to the contextual needs, and the MMS is
one of the “variety of always incomplete but nonetheless effective solutions” (Hardt & Negri, 2000,
p. 199). Therefore, the MMS should not be understood as a notion with fixed attributes because
the imperial society of control works on “circuits of movement and mixture” creating multiple
strategies (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 199). We can see how the notion of model minority emerged
and how long it has lasted. Its precedent historical form was the “yellow peril” that lasted from the
late 19th century untill 1966 when the MMS appeared. It has lasted 50 years. Its longevity indicates
that the model minority, like the “yellow peril,” is a contextual representation, or manifest
Orientalism of latent Orientalism, which can take a different shape at any time according to
Empire’s hierarchical need and interest. Therefore, caution must be exercised when assigning a
definition that characterizes the MMS concretely as seen in its current form. It has the potential to
fixate inquisitive minds on given features and attributes of the notion, blinding them from
identifying what form or shape it will take in the future and how the transformation will occur.
This is the reason, as Hartlep (2013b) noted, the MMS discourse should not revisit what has been
already researched, but instead generate new paradigms. Through the new paradigms, the MMS
can be further studied and analyzed in the new historical context on a continuum of the past.

The new historical context requires MMS research expand its scope beyond the United
States where it originated because Empire does not limit its expansion within regions and its
strategies work globally. Hartlep (2014) also highlighted the need to turn to the globe, by saying
that the MMS is not limited to Asian Americans in the United States, but applied to Asians in
Asian countries. It can be seen in the transnational network of highly skilled and educated Asian
workers and their efforts to conform to the norm imposed on them. For example, Kaibara (2014)
found Japanese elites in Japan and the United States collaborated to improve the image of Japanese
immigrants in the United States by organizing reform campaigns to present Japanese immigrants
as a good model conforming to the social and cultural norms in the United States. These activities
serve Empire’s interest well. The MMS that was originally devised for Asian Americans now
functions globally through voluntary efforts, not only of the targeted, but of the networked around
them, maximizing its interest across nations. This transnational trend can signify a changing
pattern of imperial control and its strategy, powered by globalization and its capitalist system.

Again, it merits mentioning that the MMS as an imperial strategy is not bound to a specific
region or an ethnic group. It is evidenced in research that shows many other ethnic groups such as
Germans, Jews, Senegalese, Black Mormons, Black Methodists, and Mormons in general have
been labeled as model minorities (Hartlep, 2013b). Research also shows that the term, model
minority” appeared ten years earlier in China to describe the schooling experience of Koreans in
China before it was used in the United States in the 1960s (Fang, 2010, as cited in Hartlep, 2013b).
From this perspective, identifying how it will be manifested through the global capitalist network
will be another task for future MMS research.

The Model Minority Stereotype and Racism
Another important line of scholarship that has developed regarding the MMS is that it has

concealed racism by presenting Asian Americans as a model minority group that has overcome
racial barriers and shown that the United States is not a racist society, but rather a land of
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opportunity (Chou, 2008; Chou & Feagin, 2008; Maddux, Galinsky, Cuddy, & Polifroni, 2008;
Saito, 1997; Wing, 2007). The major argument is that Asian American success implies that other
minorities fail, which results in privileging Whites and maintaining the status quo (Hartlep, 2013b).

To understand this argument in the postcolonial context, we first refer to Hardt and Negri
(2000) regarding the shifting configurations from modern racism to imperial racism. They said it
looks like racism has declined due to the changed form and strategies, but it takes a different form
and strategies under the imperial control. What makes it difficult to identify the form is that what
imperial racism says is not really different from what modern anti-racism says: biological
differences cannot divide human races, and individual behaviors, abilities, or aptitudes are not
based on blood or genes, but on “different historically determined cultures:” therefore, differences
are “not fixed and immutable but contingent effects of social history” (p. 192). It does not appear
to be racism, giving the message that cultures change, mix, and form hybrids. However, imperial
racism sets limits to this notion because it is useless and even dangerous to let cultures mix for
imperial control (Hardt & Negri, 2000). Cultures still function as the ground for separation, only
replacing biology in modern racism, but it appears fair with this rationale, “all cultural identities
are equal in principle” (p. 192). However, this principle still separates races because it works only
when people “act” their races (p. 192). What Hardt and Negri noted is that imperial racism
segregates, but does not impose racial hierarchy, i.e., superiority or inferiority among races or
ethnicities. Citing Deleuze and Guattari (1987), Hardt and Negri challenge the notion that
traditional binary divisions and exclusion are still being adopted as the essence of racial practice
to explain today’s racism. They said imperial racism does not exclude anyone, with no designation
of Other. Therefore, White supremacy is not related to the fear or hatred of strangers as
traditionally believed, but is a result of a hatred of differences and subordinating the differences
caused by the degrees of differences in proximity of the neighbor, which is associated with
“differential inclusion” of imperial control (Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 194).

Racism and Ethnicization

Hardt and Negri (2000) used “differential racism” because this type of racism “integrates others
with its order and then orchestrates those differences in a system of control” (p. 195). It is not
bound to a “place” that designates Other, but appears to operate with no fixed boundaries in a way
that “destabilizes any notion of place” (p. 195). Imperial racism is concerned with how to manage
differences within its domain expanding continuously (Hardt & Negri, 2000).

Hardt and Negri’s (2000) argument is better understood through the discourse of racism by
Balibar and Wallerstein (1991), who said the capitalist world economy is behind the practice of
racism. Balibar and Wallerstein (1991) noted fear of someone or another group is secondary to
what defines the practice of racism. In other words, ejecting the Other can deal with conflicts in a
way to secure an environment free from the need to deal with differences, but it means at the same
time a loss of labor, resulting in a loss for a system built upon continuous production, realization,
and accumulation of capital (Balibar & Wallerstein, 1991). Here is the need to integrate the Other
into the work force, and when it happens, racism takes the form of “ethnicization” or an
“occupational-reward hierarchy” whose details can vary depending on the needs of the economy
at a particular time and place (Balibar & Wallerstein, 1991, pp. 32—-33). In other words, groups can
move up or down, disappear, combine with others, break apart, or be newly created in the ranking
system based on the hierarchical needs of the economic context (Balibar & Wallerstein, 1991). As
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an example, a study conducted on immigrant construction workers in Modena identified that
employers used ethnic stereotypes against immigrant workers such as “Central African immigrants
work harder and more obedient and amenable than Tunisian workers” (Daly, 2002, p. 167).
However, these stereotypes are subject to change contingent on the managerial needs of the system.

This ethnicization or occupational-reward hierarchy is contextually exemplified in the
notion of the MMS. Asian Americans were “yellow perils” in the ranking system with their
occupation as railroad workers in the early 19th century. Now they have moved up to a “model
minority,” a major promotion in the hierarchy with hard work, higher education, and high-paying
jobs subsequently. Asian Americans’ success as a model minority has been attributed to hard work
and other similar cultural traits that are believed to be inherited and brought by them. However,
what must be remembered is that the notion of the MMS focuses on how Asian Americans are
culturally different, not racially different from other minorities. Chou (2008) said American
capitalism is behind the MMS, which determines race relations in the United States by the degrees
of performance of different races. When Chou’s argument is extended to the context of Empire,
the capitalist world economy is behind it, continuously powering the capitalist Empire, where
American capitalism is a major part of it, considering the MMS in today’s global network is not
limited only to Asian Americans.

Maintaining the Status Quo

The status quo argument is reviewed in the imperial context. Chou (2008) stated that the MMS is
an example that shows cultural differences are essentialized, replacing the notion of races and used
to stabilize the White supremacist ideology. Thus, the MMS ethnicizes and stereotypes Asian
Americans by their cultural differences from other minorities, and it has been used to maintain the
status quo of the White-dominant society.

To analyze status quo of this nature as realized in the MMS research, it helps to review
how Balibar and Wallerstein (1991) defined “culture” in the postcolonial context as it relates to
the ethnicization of the occupational hierarchy. Considering all labor is exploited in the capitalist
economy based on the surplus-value system, there are some laborers who lose more surplus-value
than others, which creates household structures where more highly paid workers are located higher
in the structures and less highly paid workers in the lower structures. In this occupational hierarchy,
different work forces need different kinds of guidelines for normal behavior, which is “not in fact
genetically determined,” but “taught” so that they can be “socialized into reasonably specific sets
of attitudes” (p. 83). This is the “culture” of an ethnic group, which “precisely”” describes “the set
of rules” passed down from one generation to another and taught in homes and schools (p. 83).
However, due to the unequal nature of the capitalist economy, the economic processes need to be
restructured constantly, and this requires the behavior of work forces to change too (Balibar &
Wallerstein, 1991). This landscape suggests that the culture of an ethnic group can change because
a different set of rules is given depending on where they are located in the ranking system for
historical needs of capitalism.

In this sense, the status quo that has been discussed in the MMS research needs to be
understood not just as a state, for which the MMS is used to consolidate White supremacy and race
relations. Rather, it is a state where the MMS as a manifested historical imperial strategy serves
changing hierarchal dynamics, through which continuous imperial expansion is achieved. The
MMS works with culture and culture replaces the notion of race, as Chou (2008) said. But as an
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imperial strategy and set of behavioral rules prescribed for Asian Americans, the MMS will not
stay essential forever, always involving the potential to change as needed for the existence and
expansion of Empire. These command mechanisms in the imperial society, as a reminder, work
through people’s brains and bodies so thoroughly that they are supposed to behave autonomously
and voluntarily as culturally prescribed without realizing it.

Sakamoto et al. (2012) mention, however, the MMS will persist because the MMS
“promotes the socioeconomic self-interests of the professors who currently control the Asian
American Studies establishment that in turn provides political legitimacy for the universities that
employ them” (Sakamoto et al., 2012, p. 309). As long as the MMS serves academics as the source
of professions, it will not cease to exist. Rather, it will continue to serve the legitimacy of the
universities where knowledge is produced and distributed through people’s bodies and minds for
more efficient imperial control. In this way, the MMS has veiled Asian American intellectuals’
eyes not to see what exists beyond what is visible, making them constantly revisit existing topics
and produce the same results as per Hartlep (2013b). Nor can the authors of this article be excused
from this criticism. They might seek to draw on the notion for their academic life expansion and
extension. How should these intellectuals, including professors who feed on the MMS, be viewed
in the realm of Empire? This is another area this self-critical contribution explores.

The Model Minority Stereotype and Intellectuals

Colonized intellectuals and their psychology have been addressed by well-known authors of
postcolonialism such as Fanon (1986), Said (1978), Bhabha (1984, 1994), and Freire (1970). Their
analyses are highly relevant to intellectuals and professionals in the discourse of the MMS, whether
they are the subjects or the objects of the MMS research. They resemble colonized intellectuals
described by the authors. Two groups are addressed here: (1) intellectuals in academia, including
graduate students, professors, and researchers who study the notion of the MMS on the basis of the
“over-education” view and (2) Asian American students in higher education and highly educated
professionals who have been studied as the objects of the MMS research, specifically from the
viewpoint of how the MMS is embraced and conformed to by this group. The second group will
be reviewed through empirical research though studies have been rarely conducted.

Said (1978) focused on the power relationship between the Orient and the Occident, using
“imperial agents” (Arendt, 1973, as cited in Said, 1978, p. 240) to describe the role of intellectuals
as the servants of Orientalism. Intellectuals’ task is to move Orientals into action to actively serve
the empire (Said, 1978). Though Said (1978) used “imperial agents” in reference to White Oriental
experts who brought the Orient under the control of the empire through “the collective academic
endeavor” (p. 240), the term can be applied to Asian American intellectuals as the same theme is
identified in them as follows:

What is required of the Oriental expert is no longer simply “understanding”: now the Orient
must be made to perform, its power must be enlisted on the side of “our” values, civilization,
interests, goals. Knowledge of the Orient is directly translated into activity, and the results
give rise to new currents of thought and action in the Orient. (p. 238)

Today, this task seems to be done through intellectuals in universities. Sakamoto et al.
(2012) argued that the “over-education” view has been the central theme of the MMS research,
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whose influence is becoming the “conventional wisdom™ in Asian American Studies (p. 311). They
stated the reason it will persist is that it “promotes the political power of universities in the current
era of increasing inequality and the rising exploitation of the working class that are fostered by
educational credentialism” (p. 309). This quotation, in connection with Said’s (1978) remark above,
implies that the MMS as academic discourse has securely found its home in a scholarly circle,
growing with more intellectuals joining the power of scholarship whose basis is built upon Empire
as a device of institutional control. As the MMS settled in academic discourse, these same
intellectuals have, in fact, supported class disparities in the labor market by basing their research
on the “over-education” view that has served highly educated Asian Americans (Sakamoto et al.,
2012).

The role of intellectuals as the agents of Empire is related to the role of the universities in
the society of control, where the command mechanisms become “ever more ‘democratic,” ever
more immanent to the social field, distributed throughout the brains and bodies of the citizens”
(Hardt & Negri, 2000, p. 23). Consider how knowledge is circulated “democratically” and
“capitalistically” in today’s universities. Universities constantly produce critical ideas, accept
criticism against the critical ideas, and provide venues where all possible lines of scholarship are
formed and developed through the process. Being critical is not optional, but essential for academic
survival, and knowledge produced in this way creates scholarship and expands the scholarship
with increasing disciplinary subsets. In this sense, knowledge is produced and grows through
criticism democratically, although circulated for expansion capitalistically in its nature.
Universities, therefore, are the place where the two essential principles of Empire—democracy
and capitalism—effectively combine to maximize the influence as institutions of the imperial
command mechanism, for the knowledge produced and circulated to be ingrained in people’s
minds and bodies or thought and actions officially through their credentials.

Freire’s (1970) term, “prescribed behavior,” meaning the behavior of the oppressed
following the guidelines of the oppressors, explains how the knowledge produced this way is
distributed throughout the brains and bodies of people psychologically. “Prescription” in Freire’s
term is defined as “the imposition of one individual’s choice upon another, transforming the
consciousness of the person prescribed to into one that conforms with the prescriber’s
consciousness” (p. 47). In the postcolonial context, a prescribed behavior is a behavior that occurs
as a result of embracing and conforming to Empire’s strategies imposed on the oppressed. When
this notion is applied to the MMS, intellectuals can be viewed as agencies with Empire’s strategy
inverted into themselves as a prescribed guideline, working to transform the consciousness of
Asian Americans into the most appropriate form to serve the system through their bodies. This
picture shows that the brains of intellectuals activate or deactivate the bodies of people, i.e., Asian
Americans.

Fanon’s (1963) analysis of colonized intellectuals reveals insight into the minds of Asian
American intellectuals. In concert with Osajima’s (2005) findings, the MMS discourse has
changed from comparing Asian Americans with other minorities in the 1960s to Whites in the
1980s. Further, the “over-education” view compares the income level of Asian Americans with
that of Whites (Sakamoto et al., 2012). These discourse changes indicate Asian Americans’
promotion in the occupation-reward hierarchy has signified thinking in terms of Asian Americans’
superiority to other minorities, resulting in comparisons with Whites in education and income via
the developing notion of MMS. Simultaneously, however, the same discourse change might
represent Asian Americans’ inner struggle about the reality that never allows them to be on equal
ground with Whites. The psychological mind they experience in this situation can be referred to
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as “inferior complex” (Fanon, 1963, p. 18). Westermann (1934) said this inferior complex is
“particularly strengthened among the most educated” with restless struggle and assimilation efforts
to be like colonizers (as cited in Fanon, 1986, p. 25). This psychological aspect of intellectual
Orientals, regarding the tendency to conform and adjust to the Western view of the Orient, is
termed inverted Orientalism (Eisenstadt & Schluchter, 1998; James, 2012).

“Mimicry,” as termed by Bhabha (1984, 1994), describes Asian Americans’ psychology in
a similar context. It is defined as an imitating act and thought of the colonized to resemble the
colonizer. He further described mimicry as follows:

Mimicry represents an ironic compromise . . . the desire for a reformed, recognizable Other,
as a subject of difference that is almost the same, but not quite . . . the sign of a double
articulation; a complex strategy of reform, regulation, and discipline, which “appropriates”
the Other as it visualizes power . . . the sign of the inappropriate, however, a difference or
recalcitrance which coheres the dominant strategic function of colonial power . . . one of
the most elusive and effective colonial power and knowledge. (Bhabha, 1984, p. 126, italics
in original)

Mimicry is ambivalent in nature, characterizing the colonial subject as partial, incomplete, and
virtual, which is made through “strategic limitation or prohibition within the authoritative
discourse” (Bhabha, 1984, p. 127). As such, the “over-education” argument as a research direction
does not address the MMS as a controlling strategy in the command mechanism of the regime;
rather, it appropriates Asian Americans for the imperial power that limits the argument within the
domain of discourse strategically in an effort to make the group recognizable not just as a model
minority, but a more presentable model minority, i.e., well-educated and disciplined.

A New Model Minority Stereotype Research Paradigm

What could be an alternative direction of research to the “over-education” view? A few empirical
studies have sought to examine how the MMS is embraced by highly educated Asian Americans.
These studies have significant importance because they offer a new perspective and approach to
highly educated Asian Americans. In this research direction, highly educated Asian Americans are
viewed not as victims of the system, but as a privileged group in the immigrant labor market
compared to their less educated and skilled peers.

Oyserman and Sakamoto (1997) studied Asian American undergraduate students and
found that the model minority image is accepted positively by some of them. In another study,
Wong, Lai, Nagasawa, and Lin (1998) categorized the cultural values the model minority image
gives to Asian Americans as middle class characteristics such as strong work ethic, high
achievement motivation, patience, discipline, respect for authority, and conformity. Their findings
show that Asian American undergraduate students perceived themselves as more prepared,
motivated, and more likely to be successful in their careers than Whites (Wong et al., 1998).
Another study reported the impact of the facets of the MMS on Asian American students’ lived
experiences (Trytten, Lowe, & Walden, 2012). In the same study, many of the participants believed
that the United States is a racially equal society with color-blind meritocracy in general though
they said the MMS is not true for Asian Americans (Trytten et al., 2012).
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In addition, the MMS has been found to be embraced as a workplace strategy by young
Asian American professionals (Eguchi & Starosta, 2012; Ho, 2003). In a study on college-educated
Asian American professionals, the participants felt that they embrace and perform the model
minority image to survive in their workplace and move up the social ladder (Eguchi & Starosta,
2012). Ho (2003) examined how young Asian American professionals act upon the model minority
image. Ho’s (2003) findings indicated the participants’ efforts to act upon the image and
achievements in the workplace instead marginalize them racially because they will never achieve
“Whiteness” (p. 150). However, the participants were not aware they were reinforcing their image
as a model minority through their performance and thereby furthering their marginalization (Ho,
2003). Ho (2003) found that their class privilege caused them to ignore or deny racial politics in
their workplace. He asserted that these highly educated Asian American professionals are a
privileged group with better access to education and employment compared to less educated Asian
Americans (Ho, 2003).

Studies to date demonstrate that class disparities among immigrant Asians are best shown
in education because it is “one of the few avenues they have to gain status in the new country and
climb the socioeconomic ladder” (Zakeri, 2015, p. 245). This explains the reason why high
academic attainment has been a core theme that shapes the MMS (Kim & Aquino, 2015). High
academic achievement of Asian Americans has consequently allowed them to take the “ambiguous
middle position” that “maintains systems of privilege and power” (Velasquez, 2015, p. 98).
Therefore, highly educated Asian Americans are the group that best represents the core theme of
the MMS, “success through hard work.”

Fanon’s (1963) analysis of the privileged working class applies to highly educated Asian
Americans. He stated this privileged working class is “the fraction of the colonized who are
indispensable for running the colonial machine,” constituting “the most loyal clientele of the
nationalist parties” of his time and occupying the bourgeois circle of the colonized people through
their privileged position (Fanon, 1963, p. 64). More studies viewing highly educated Asian
Americans as a privileged group highly ranked in the occupation-reward hierarchy will reveal the
invisible reality under the shadow of power. They are serving the maintenance and expansion of
Empire.

Conclusion

The MMS targets Asian Americans. Due to the ethnicity involved, it has been primarily studied
by Asian or Asian American professors and researchers who seek academic careers and
development. One of the authors of this article is an Asian researcher who is pursuing the same.
Great scholarly contributions have been made to debunk the model minority myth for the last 50
years. Scholars have analyzed Asian Americans’ image depicted by media and found that the MMS
is a contextual representation of the West’s latent view of Asia and Asians, with its roots in
Orientalism. In addition, they have learned that the MMS has shielded racism and perpetuated
Asian Americans as foreigners. However, as Sakamoto et al. (2012) pointed out, scholarly attempts
to debunk the myth and reveal racism behind it has caused the “over-education” argument to
flourish in Asian American Studies, serving the most privileged group of Asian Americans while
implicitly ignoring the class disparities in the labor market.

In response to Sakamoto et al.’s (2012) challenge and to meet the current contextual needs
that require a new research paradigm, this article has addressed major themes of the MMS through
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the lens of postcolonialism based on the discourse of Empire by Hardt and Negri (2000).
Particularly, this article sought to identify the problems of the “over-education” argument through
the psychology of colonized intellectuals by defining the role of Asian American intellectuals as
imperial agents who serve Empire, which is done through their knowledge production and
distribution within the domain of academic discourse in the legitimate power of universities in the
society of control. Empirical studies on Asian American college students and professionals who
embrace and conform to the model minority image have been reviewed, defining them as a
privileged group in the occupation-reward hierarchy of Empire.

In postcolonialism, the MMS is not an ideological device, but a pragmatic apparatus of the
command mechanism of Empire. For its pragmatic purpose, the MMS in its current form is always
subject to change as long as the power of Empire can be maintained and expanded. See how
pragmatic it is—the most erudite people have been captured by the “over-education” view.

The pitfall is that the “over-education” view reinforces the occupation-reward hierarchy
because it positions highly educated Asian Americans within the mechanism of ethnicization,
claiming more socioeconomic promotion in the reward hierarchy. Rather than debunk the model
minority myth, it serves the notion of the MMS by presenting Asian Americans as a model with
good cultural values leading to high academic attainment, which should be better rewarded and
more highly positioned in the hierarchy through higher compensation. As long as this view persists
as a primary argument in the MMS research, Asian Americans will continue to be charged as
complainers who want more as seen in a recently published Economist (2015) article: “The model
minority is losing patience: Asian-Americans are the United States” most successful minority, but
they are complaining even more vigorously about discrimination, especially in academia” (para.
1).

For the past five decades, scholarship has found how the MMS has been used to maintain
the status quo, victimizing and marginalizing the group and stirring conflicts among minorities.
Now is the time to turn to how the MMS as a prescribed guideline of an imperial strategy of Empire
has blinded people from the presence of Empire and its expansion process through the capitalist
world economy, which is not limited to Asian Americans in the United States, but Asians all over
the world. The most pernicious part of this imperial society of control is that its power operates
through the consciousness and bodies of people and makes them voluntarily function as servants
who do not realize their role as active performing agents of Empire. No Asian American
intellectuals, students, or professional workers are free from this charge as long as the MMS and
any future transformation of the MMS ethnicizes Asian Americans.

This article commenced from a self-reflective and self-critical view of Asian American
Studies researchers in academia. With more researchers expected to enter Asian American Studies,
this contribution strives to provide a chance for them to see themselves in the same self-reflective
and self-critical way in order to advance the MMS discourse into the terrain of Empire and confront
its “homogenizing and heterogenizing flows” powered by the global capitalist economy (Hardt &
Negri, 2000, p. 46). In the realm of Empire, more empirical studies on the MMS are suggested in
the following directions: (a) how the notion of MMS takes a new shape in the process of
globalization as manifest Orientalism—transnational networks of Asians and Asian Americans
studied by Kaibara (2014) as an example, (b) how the entry of highly skilled and educated Asian
Americans and Asian immigrants into the labor market deepens social and economic disparities
between them and their counterparts, (c) how the MMS is embraced by Asians in Asian countries
and in other continents in the form of inverted Orientalism, and (d) how the MMS is represented
in the psychology of highly educated and skilled Asian and Asian American intellectuals including

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/jsaaea/vol12/iss2/4
DOI: 10.7771/2153-8999.1156



Kim and Taylor: The Model Minority Stereotype as a Prescribed Guideline of Empire

professors and researchers from the postcolonial perspective. We hope more self-reflective and
self-critical professors and researchers will contribute to these suggested directions to enrich future
MMS research in Asian and Asian American Studies. Such research will be the venue to reveal
the shadowy substance of Empire as the power of air with no concrete form, which continues its
expansion through globalization.
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