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The model minority myth is arguably the
most pervasive stereotype about Asian
Americans. The myth characterizes Asian
Americans as a high-achieving, hardworking,
and intellectually superior monolithic group
characterized by universal and unparalleled
academic and occupational success (Museus
and Kiang 2009; Suzuki 2002; Uyematsu
1971; Wu 1995). This stereotype is pervasive,
shaping perceptions of Asian Americans
throughout society.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE MODEL
MINORITY MYTH

The model minority myth dates back to the
nineteenth century, when the first wave of
Chinese immigrants came to America to
work on the Central Pacific Railroad. The
Chinese railroad workers were often com-
pared with their black counterparts and
praised for their superior work ethic. Several
decades later, during America’s involvement
in World War II and internment of people
of Japanese ancestry in the 1940s, Japanese
Americans faced immense pressure to be
model citizens in order to fit into American
society and to diminish the racist sentiment
toward people of Japanese descent. As a
result, the model minority image began to
emerge again.

During the civil rights movement of the
1960s the stereotype reemerged and rose in
prominence. In 1966 the New York Times
published an article titled “Success Story,
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Japanese American Style” (Pettersen 1966).
The article contrasted the high achievements
of Japanese Americans with the record of
other, “problem minority,” groups as proof
that Japanese Americans had risen above the
barriers of racial prejudice and discrimina-
tion. The article framed Asian Americans
as an embodiment of the ultimate Ameri-
can success story of meritocracy and hard
work, and it implied that other minority
groups (e.g., blacks and Latinos) could also
rise above the challenges of racism in order
to succeed. Consequently conservatives
appropriated the model minority myth as an
ideological tool, using it to dismiss civil rights
activists’ claims that racism was responsible
for the struggles of people of color and to
delegitimize challenges to racial oppression.
In essence, the myth was used to justify and
maintain the racial order. This stereotype
continues to permeate media and society in
the present day (Museus 2013b).

DATA AND EVIDENCE DISPROVING
THE MODEL MINORITY MYTH

Although the model minority myth suggests
that Asian Americans are a homogenous
group, a substantial and growing body of
evidence clarifies that this population is char-
acterized by a vast diversity and by significant
inequalities (Museus 2013a, 2013b). The
Asian American population encompasses
over twenty-four distinct ethnic groups with
different languages, cultures, and customs.
Furthermore, there are significant differences
in generational status, religion, socioeco-
nomic status, poverty rates, educational
attainment levels, occupations, political ori-
entation, and other attributes (Hune 2002).
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Moreover, inequalities within this racial
group are significant: some Asian Ameri-
can ethnic groups face drastic economic,
educational, and occupational inequalities.
For example, while some ethnic subgroups
(e.g., Asian Indian, Taiwanese) have consider-
ably higher levels of educational achievement
than the overall population in the United
States, other ethnic subpopulations (e.g.,
Hmong, Cambodian, Laotian) have lower
levels of educational attainment than the
national average (Museus and Yi 2015). Sim-
ilarly, while some Asian American ethnic
groups are relatively affluent, poverty rates
for Southeast Asian Americans (e.g., Cam-
bodian, Laotian, Hmong, and Vietnamese)
exceed the national average poverty rate
(Museus 2013b).

PERSISTING CONSEQUENCES OF THE
MODEL MINORITY MYTH

Although deceptively benign on the surface,
the model minority myth is problematic for
a variety of reasons. First, because the myth
frames Asian Americans as universally suc-
cessful minorities, it reinforces color-blind
ideologies according to which racial barriers
would not play a significant role in the lives of
people of color (Museus 2013b). Second, due
to the fact that the model minority stereo-
type masks significant inequalities within
the racial group, it fuels the misconception
that Asian Americans are problem-free, it
delegitimizes the challenges these people
face, it perpetuates assumptions that they
do not require resources and support, and
it often renders them invisible in research,
policy, and practice (Museus and Kiang
2009). For example, affirmative action poli-
cies aimed at combatting discrimination and
ensuring equal opportunity have excluded
Asian Americans because of their incorrectly
perceived universal high rates of attainment.
Third, the myth constructs Asian Americans

as honorary whites who are not as good as
individuals in the racial majority but supe-
rior to other minority groups. In doing so,
the model minority stereotype pits racial
minority groups against each other (Matsuda
1990).

SEE ALSO: Assimilation, Segmented; Ethnic
Enclaves; Meritocracy; Reverse Discrimination;
Stereotyping and Stereotypes
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