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ABSTRACT 

 

 

During the prison boom of the 1990s, the Asian American and Pacific Islander (AAPI) prison 

population in the U.S. exploded by 250 percent. Although they occupy a relatively small portion 

of the total prison population, AAPIs are one of the fastest-growing groups of incarcerated 

peoples nationwide. Yet, the experiences of this racial “Other” in the carceral system remain 

marginalized within the canonical studies of mass incarceration and Asian America. Using 20 in-

depth interviews, this research seeks to understand how formerly incarcerated AAPIs experience 

reentry into their families and communities. Drawing upon carceral and critical refugee studies, I 

adopt the militarized refugee to reveal the ways in which the legacies of U.S. militarism and 

transpacific displacement constitute the conditions of reentry for formerly incarcerated AAPIs. I 

highlight three key aspects in their reentry that demonstrate the ongoing presence of militarism in 

their lives – living in limbo, cultural shame, stigma, and silence, and knowledge as a site of 

healing and resistance. These findings demonstrate the need to move beyond traditional reentry 

frameworks, to which I conclude with some thoughts as to how reentry programs and spaces may 

rethink ways to better support formerly incarcerated AAPIs as they reenter our communities.  

 

 

KEYWORDS   Asian American, Pacific Islander, incarceration, refugee, militarized refugee, 

reentry, family, community 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 Since the mid-1970s, the United States’ incarceration rates have grown exponentially due 

to a series of laws and policies that enabled the expansion of policing and punishment across the 

country. As of 2019, there are approximately 2.2 million individuals incarcerated in U.S. prisons, 

jails, and other institutions of penal control, including juvenile correctional facilities, 

immigration detention centers, and refugee camps (Sawyer and Wagner 2020). The 

unprecedented prison boom in the last few decades has been most saliently termed as the era of 

mass incarceration (Garland 2001). Decades of scholars have produced a massive body of 

knowledge that lays bare the trajectory and evolution of the carceral state – from the New Jim 

Crow (Alexander 2010), the pervasive cycle of mass incarceration and reentry (Western & 

Muller 2013), to the shift from containment to surveillance in the age of neoliberalism 

(Wacquant 2009; Kato 2017).  

The increase in the mass of people incarcerated consequently entails drastic numbers of 

individuals being released from prison. Each year, more than 640,000 people are released from 

federal and state prisons across the country, an average of 2,700 individuals each day (De Giorgi 

2017). In response, research and activism on reentry have risen in high volume. The Urban 

Institute defines reentry as “the process of leaving prison and returning to society. All prisoners 

experience re-entry irrespective of their method of release or form of supervision, if any” 

(Travis, Solomon & Waul 2001). The transition is often sudden and swift; the confrontation of 

new patterns of daily life in the outside world poses an array of complex challenges such as 

finding employment, reconnecting with family, conditions of parole, and accessing basic needs 

(Martin 2018). The majority of this scholarship, however, has been primarily concentrated on the 

disproportionately high volumes of Black and Latinx people incarcerated. As a result, among the 
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record number of Americans flowing in and out of prisons each year, this general body of 

scholarship has failed to capture the complex experiences of Asian Americans and Pacific 

Islanders (AAPIs) entangled in the carceral system. To address this gap in the literature, this 

study provides an examination of formerly incarcerated AAPI’s reentry experiences and thereby 

expands our understanding of the differentiated effects of racialization as it relates to the 

racialized minorities in the carceral system. 

 Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders as a group occupy a small percentage of the total 

prison population relative to other racial groups. In the prison system, AAPIs are traditionally 

lumped into the category “Other.”1 From the most recent available data, “Other” comprises 

roughly 10 percent of the U.S. federal and state correctional facility population, with Asian 

Americans making up only 1.5 percent.2 While small, the AAPI category is also one of the 

fastest-growing groups of incarcerated peoples nationwide – between 1990 and 2000, the AAPI 

prison population grew by 250 percent while the overall prison population grew by 77 percent 

(Oh & Umemoto 2005). This is a staggering statistic, and yet there remains a dearth of 

information around incarcerated AAPIs. It then goes to follow that there is a virtual lack of 

studies on AAPIs experiencing reentry, and therefore this type of research is especially 

significant to a group that is marginalized from the fields of traditional mass incarceration and 

Asian American and Asian Diaspora studies.  

 
1 According to the Bureau of Justice, Asians, Native Hawaiians, Other Pacific Islanders, American Indians, 

Alaska Natives, and persons of two or more races are reported together under the single category of “Other.”  
2 Urban Institute: Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders, a missing minority in criminal justice data 

(2017).https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/asian-americans-and-pacific-islanders-missing-minority-criminal-

justice-data. Due to different methods of data collection, estimates of AAPI prisoner population vary. Federal 

Bureau of Prisons, 5 December 2020 https://www.bop.gov/about/statistics/statistics_inmate_race.jsp   

https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/asian-americans-and-pacific-islanders-missing-minority-criminal-justice-data
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/asian-americans-and-pacific-islanders-missing-minority-criminal-justice-data
https://www.bop.gov/about/statistics/statistics_inmate_race.jsp
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 My research is guided by the following question: how do Asian Americans and Pacific 

Islanders (AAPIs) experience reentry into their families and communities? Qualitative data was 

gathered through in-depth interviews with 20 formerly incarcerated AAPIs, most of whom are 

Southeast Asian refugees or children of refugees. Drawing from carceral and critical refugee 

studies, I employ the latter’s conceptualization of the militarized refugee as (1) a product of the 

racialized violence of U.S. colonization and war-making in Asia and as a result (2) holds the 

ability to expose most deeply the conditions and possibility for ongoing forms of militarization 

(Espiritu 2014). Examining the lived experiences of formerly incarcerated AAPIs through this 

framework exposes the ways in which the historical legacies of U.S. militarism and transpacific 

displacement have come to shape and inform their lives and their present circumstances of 

reentry. Provided this critical examination of the militarized refugee in relation to carcerality, 

this study finds three key aspects of reentry that demonstrate the ongoing presence of militarism 

in participants’ lives: living in limbo, cultural shame, stigma, and silence, and healing as a site of 

healing and resistance. What is then at stake for this research is to move beyond the traditional 

reentry framework in order to rethink the ways in which we can better support formerly 

incarcerated AAPIs as they reenter our communities. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

 

Reentry into Families and Communities  

 

This study understands reentry as elaborated by Harding, Morenoff, and Wyse: “a 

process that unfolds over time…. The formerly incarcerated individual builds old relationships 

and forms new ones, develops new social networks and reactivated old ones, becomes 

incorporated into key social organizations or political activism” (2019:8-9). This process is 
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oftentimes not linear as the social, economic, and political environments to which they return to 

may not be the same. Families play critical roles in individuals’ social and economic 

reintegration; they provide a place to stay, transportation, and other means of financial and 

emotional support (Travis & Waul 2003; Turney & Haskins 2019; Wakefield, Lee & Wildeman 

2016). For those from disenfranchised urban neighborhoods, findings suggest that reintegrating 

into the household is a challenge often compounded by existing economic hardships (Braman 

2004). Some may also lack social and cultural capital and struggle to secure a support network 

upon release (Braman 2004).  

Research also shows that the effects of incarceration are felt by both the incarcerated 

individual and the family; that the family is also “doing time” (Braman 2004; Comfort 2008). 

These effects vary from material losses of income to stigmas brought on by the association of a 

family member’s incarceration. This experience of “doing time on the outside” either deterred or 

strengthened relationship-building within the family. As the “well-being of most formerly 

incarcerated individuals is closely tied to that of the families and partners to which they return,” 

maintaining relationships with family on the outside while in prison strengthened family ties 

(Harding, Morenoff, and Wyse 2019:221). Meanwhile, for those who were not able to keep in 

communication with family members, their social ties and network shrunk upon release.  

Traditional reentry scholarship has focused primarily on the experiences of Black and 

Latinx groups. Among the profusion these studies, far less is known about the experiences of 

formerly incarcerated AAPIs. Within this racial group, their histories and trajectories span 

beyond the context of the U.S. and suggest other factors, systems, and processes of racialization 

at play. For example, different Asian groups enter the U.S. under varying legal classifications 

(e.g., immigrant, refugee, migrant). A connection with these sociohistorical positions sheds light 
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not only on how they differ culturally but also on how the processes of migration and 

resettlement have shaped what family and kinship infrastructures formerly incarcerated AAPIs 

return to. This demonstrates the need to look beyond existing reentry studies and adequately 

engage in these transpacific histories.  

 

Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders in the Carceral System  

 In Angela E. Oh and Karen Umemoto’s 2005 demographic study titled “Asian Americans 

and Pacific Islanders: From Incarceration to Re-Entry,” Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders 

were found to be one of the fastest-growing groups of incarcerated peoples, with Native 

Hawaiians and Southeast Asians having a relatively higher rate of incarceration. During the 

prison boom of the 1990s, the AAPI prison population in the U.S. exploded by 250 percent, 

during which from 1977 to 1997, arrest rates of AAPI youth skyrocketed by 726 percent.3 At the 

time of their sentencing, AAPIs were committed at a younger age than other racial groups — 50 

percent of incarcerated AAPIs were 27 years old or younger, compared to African Americans of 

that age group who were 37.8 percent and whites 28.3 percent (Arifuku, Peacock & Glesmann 

2006). The rise of AAPIs sentenced as juveniles can be indicative of the later increase in AAPIs 

being released following the passing of Senate Bill No. 260 and 261. These two California 

legislative bills granted a youth offender parole hearing for those who were sentenced before 

they were 18 or 23 years of age. 

 Furthermore, Oh and Umemoto found that the AAPIs represented in the incarceration 

data largely derived from immigrant and refugee communities. In California specifically, 64.6 

 
3 Asian Americans Advancing Justice, Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance, Asian Prisoner Support 

Committee, and Southeast Asia Resource Action Center. 2015. Asian Americans & Pacific Islanders Behind 

Bars: Exposing the School to Prison to Deportation Pipeline. National Education Association. 
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percent of incarcerated AAPIs are immigrants and refugees. Within that, the highest percentages 

consist of Vietnamese (21.9%), Filipino (19.8%), Pacific Islander (9.9%), and Laotian (8.5%). 

Additionally, in the 1990 census, Southeast Asians made up only 1.5% of California’s population 

but in 1991, they made up 4.5% of the California Youth Authority (CYA) wards, many of them 

having been perpetrators or victims of California’s gang wars (Waters 1999 as cited in Hing 

2005). With this presentation of statistical data, only few researchers have made connections to 

the respective historical contexts. In Arifuku, Peacock and Glesmann’s 2006 report on one of the 

least known populations – AAPI youth in the CYA, they found significant variations and 

disparities between the AAPI ethnicities represented in the data. Southeast Asian (Laotian, Thai, 

Cambodian, and Vietnamese) and Pacific Islander youth were proportionally overrepresented, 

while Korean, Chinese, Japanese, and Filipino youth were underrepresented. The former were 

groups that arrived in significant numbers to the U.S. after the mid-1970s whereas the latter have 

histories in the U.S. from the nineteenth century, with an additional influx after 1965. For the 

Cambodian population in particular, their high rates of incarceration “seemed to flow from 

refugee status itself” after arriving in the U.S. in much worse condition than the previous waves 

of Southeast Asian refugees (Hing 2005:247).  

 Southeast Asian refugees and the social, political and economic disparities that exist 

among those communities are often invisibilized under the monolithic Asian American model 

minority myth. The model minority myth characterizes Asian Americans as a prosperous, law-

abiding minority group which, through their forms of social and economic capital, have been 

able to successfully overcome discrimination and achieve assimilation into American society. 

Claire Jean Kim (1999) further explains in her prominent framework of racial triangulation that, 

in having achieved the American Dream, Asian Americans are thereby considered “honorary 
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whites” for their close proximity to whiteness. Critics of this narrative rightfully contend that this 

perception is harmful in several ways. Its use as a tactic to denigrate African Americans, and as a 

result divert conflict onto racial minority groups, minimizes the role of white supremacy (Kim 

1999). It also leads to a conflation of diversity within AAPIs despite the data revealing a host of 

disparities among ethnicities (Nopper 2014). In particular, it obscures the realities of Southeast 

Asians living in chronic poverty and facing heightened targeting by the state (Xiong 2016).  

 Only recently in the 2000s has there been scholarly attention paid to incarcerated AAPIs, 

however the majority of the analysis has resided within the field of criminology, with a focus on 

crime and deviance (Nopper 2014) and limited to criminal justice processing in federal courts 

(Franklin & Fearn 2015; Johnson & Betsinger 2009). Part of the invisibility around this 

incarcerated group stems from the overall paucity of sufficient and disaggregated data in official 

crime statistics and policy reports. Like most large-scale demographic studies, the multiplicity 

and continuity of experiences for the AAPI category – which holds over sixty distinct ethnic 

groups with varying immigration patterns, geographical distribution, and socioeconomic 

backgrounds and circumstances – are bound to be overlooked in aggregate data. Given the 

disproportionate histories of Southeast Asian refugees, it is necessary to examine their unique 

sociopolitical positionalities that not only place them in tension with the law and incarceration 

but also constitute the conditions and context to which they return to prison from. 

 

Critical Refugee Studies: The Militarized Refugee  

 Having emphasized the importance of holding these contemporary experiences of reentry 

in hand with refugeehood, I begin with an articulation of the refugee as framed by critical 

refugee studies. 
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From Displacement to Resettlement: The Legacy of U.S. Militarism in Southeast Asia 

 Without an understanding of the processes, systems and structures that make 

incarceration possible for refugees, we cannot hope to understand or assess the circumstances of 

their reentry. This section does not intend to provide a comprehensive history, but rather, to give 

the reader a broad overview regarding Southeast Asian refugees’ sociohistorical positions and 

how it comes to later constitute their conditions of reentry. I emphasize that including this history 

as mere background information is not enough. Writing in the context of the Vietnam War, 

Espiritu astutely asserts that the events of U.S. military, economic, and political intervention in 

Southeast Asia not only “precede the refugee flight” but rather are “the actions that produce this 

very exodus, as well as the Vietnamese subject” (2006:423). In turn, she reconceptualizes the 

refugee as “not an object of rescue, but as a site of social and political critiques, whose 

emergence when traced, make visible the processes of colonization, war, and displacement.”4  

 The production of the refugee subject has taken place within an important geopolitical 

context. For most Asian American groups, their immigration histories are divided into two eras 

by the year 1965 – when the Hart-Cellar Act was established and abolished the national origins 

quota system, creating new policies and means of immigration into the U.S. (Zhou, Ocampo & 

Gatewood 2016). This landmark piece of legislation worked as a catalyst, but it was also a result 

of macro forces that Asian immigration into the U.S. had accelerated so rapidly. For one, the 

neoliberal globalization of the U.S. economy in the postindustrial era and the expansion of the 

labor market demanded more bodies of skilled labor (Byrd 2016). This facilitated large scale 

immigration from Asia, notably from India, Korea, Taiwan, and the Philippines (Zhou, Ocampo 

 
4 The University of California Humanities Research Institute. Toward Critical Refugee Studies: Being and 

Becoming in Exceptional States of War, Violence, and Militarism. Lan Duong, Yen Le Espiritu 
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& Gatewood 2016). Secondly, during the 1960s, the U.S. was highly embroiled in clandestine 

military operations across Southeast Asia while also entangled in the revolutionary struggle of 

the Civil Rights Movement at home. Scholars have written extensively on the wars in Southeast 

Asia from 1955 to 1975 – the Vietnam War, the Secret War in Laos, and the Cambodian 

genocide under the Khmer Rouge regime. Failed U.S. military intervention in Vietnam, Laos, 

and Cambodia had resulted in the death and forced expulsion of millions from their homelands 

(Bankston and Hidalgo 2016). Since 1975, more than 1.5 million Southeast Asian refugees have 

resettled in the U.S. making them the largest refugee community ever to be resettled in the 

country.5 According to the 2010 U.S. Census Bureau, there are currently 1.7 million Vietnamese, 

232,000 Laotians, and 277,000 Cambodians residing in the U.S. 

 In response to the large-scale refugee movement, the U.S. implemented the 1980 Refugee 

Act, but its resettlement efforts failed as it essentially had caused long-lasting detriment for 

refugee families. Xiong (2016) details how governmental policy of dispersing refugees severed 

family and kinship networks and further exacerbated existing trauma sustained from the war and 

their perilous journeys to the U.S. With the neoliberal emphasis on small government during the 

1980s and 1990s, federal welfare programs were being cut back (Byrd 2016). These programs 

were ill-equipped to handle the influx of refugees seeking public assistance, and as a result, 

many Southeast Asian refugees were left with little to no social safety net. The Hmong 

population, for example, became one of the most economically disadvantaged ethnic groups in 

the U.S. – with a 35 percent poverty rate compared to the national rate of 9.2 percent – according 

to Xiong (2016). From fleeing the wars in their homelands, Southeast Asian refugees landed in 

the U.S. to face another kind of war – the War on Drugs. Contemporaneous with their 

 
5 Office of Refugee Resettlement, Report to Congress on the Refugee Resettlement Program (2008) 
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resettlement, the War on Drugs was a federally funded program declared in 1982 that decreed a 

paramilitary response on poor communities of color (Gamal 2016). This era witnessed the 

historical shift in the militarization of the police and the emergence of mass incarceration (Gamal 

2016; Parenti 1999). Having been relocated into the urban communities of color targeted by the 

state, refugees were subjected to hyper-surveillance and criminalization.   

 A collateral consequence of having a criminal conviction or felony record is the 

automatic revocation of resident status, meaning they are then no longer considered American 

citizens and immediately eligible for deportation. This was largely enabled by the 1996 Illegal 

Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) which radically broadened the 

definitions of what types of crimes could warrant deportation and made it so the eligibilities 

could be applied retroactively. As the largest refugee group in U.S. history, the Southeast Asian 

American community has been severely impacted – since 1998, more than 16,000 Southeast 

Asian Americans have received orders of removal, 79 percent (more than 13,000) of which were 

based on old criminal records.6 By 2001, one third of the detainees in INS7 were of Southeast 

Asian descent. (Kwon 2018). Currently, the U.S. has established repatriation agreements with 

Cambodia (in 2002) and with Vietnam (in 2008), but no formal agreement exists with Laos. 

 
6 Transnational Records Access Clearinghouse, “U.S. Deportation Outcomes by Charge, Completed Cases in 

Immigration Courts”: http://trac.syr.edu/phptools/immigration/court_backlog/deport_outcome _charge.php as 

cited in the Southeast Asia Resource Action Center (SEARAC)’s Fact Sheet: The Devastating Impact of 

Deportation on Southeast Asian Americans: https://www.searac.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The-

Devastating-Impact-of-Deportation-on-Southeast-Asian-Americans-1.pdf  
7 On March 1, 2003, the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) was transferred to the U.S. Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement (ICE). 
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According to the Southeast Asian Resource Action Center (SEARAC), a total of at least 14,000 

Southeast Asian Americans with final deportation orders remain in the U.S.8 

 In summary, Southeast Asian refugees had arrived in the U.S. amidst a changing national 

and global landscape characterized by neoliberal globalization and the emergence of mass 

incarceration. The context of reception for refugees is undergirded by the refugee flight produced 

by U.S. militarism in Southeast Asia (Rumbaut and Portes 2006). Upon resettlement, they were 

relocated into impoverished and heavily policed neighborhoods with virtually no social security 

net. In this light, refugees are not “voluntary immigrants… but displaced victims of war” (Kwon 

2018:424) who are “processed by layers of government policies and programs designed to both 

assist and control them” (Espiritu 2020:197). War-making abroad and neoliberal economic 

restructuring have rendered populations displaced. In turn, they are deemed disposable and in 

need to management by the state (Byrd 2016). In other words, as displaced subjects of U.S. 

empire, refugees, upon their immediate arrival into the U.S., are dispensed to state institutions 

such as prisons that function to discipline and monitor the displaced. 

 

The Militarized Refugee 

 The previous section presented a historical analysis that traced U.S. militarism – both 

domestic and abroad – and transpacific displacement in the route of the Southeast Asian refugee. 

It also revealed the militarized nature of that route. My research aims to further this 

understanding by looking at the reentry experiences of formerly incarcerated AAPIs and 

approaching them as refugees or children of refugees. I adopt Yến Lê Espiritu’s concept of the 

 
8 Southeast Asia Resource Action Center (SEARAC)’s Fact Sheet: The Devastating Impact of Deportation on 

Southeast Asian Americans: https://www.searac.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The-Devastating-Impact-of-

Deportation-on-Southeast-Asian-Americans-1.pdf 
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“militarized refugee” as (1) a product of the racialized violence of U.S. colonization and war-

making in Asia and as a result, (2) holds the ability to expose most deeply the “conditions of 

possibility for ongoing forms of militarization” (2014:23). In this sense, the militarized refugee 

holds the ability to expose the interrelated systems of the military industrial complex and the 

carceral state, and how that relationship perpetuates the presence of U.S. militarism in their lives. 

For example, we can read the trauma that is experienced by formerly incarcerated AAPIs as 

mediated by direct experiences of the war.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 The research data for my project is composed of 20 in-depth interviews collected in a 

span of 11 months from March 2020 to January 2021. Respondents were selected based on their 

self-identification as Asian American and Pacific Islander and formerly incarcerated. They must 

have been at least 18 years of age and have resided in California.  

 

Sampling Strategy 

I gained access to my respondents via my internship work with the Asian Prisoner 

Support Committee (APSC), an organization located in downtown Oakland that provides direct 

support to incarcerated and formerly incarcerated AAPIs. The organization was founded in 2002 

with the mission to raise awareness about the growing number of AAPIs being imprisoned, 

detained, and deported. APSC has led in-prison programming with community organizations and 

volunteers (most notably, the ROOTS, Restoring Our Original True Selves, program), organized 

anti-deportation campaigns, and developed culturally relevant and community-based reentry 
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services and programs. Their ROOTS program has taken place in California State Prison, Solano 

and San Quentin State Prison where some of my participants were released from. 

 I used the snowball method to recruit participants. My first strategy entailed providing 

recruitment materials that included a brief description of my study and contact information to 

APSC’s reentry coordinators, who then passed it along to their friends or clients who would 

contact me if interested. Through this method, I interviewed eight individuals. My second 

strategy was to elicit participants during the initial interview, and I interviewed nine individuals 

through this method. Lastly, I shared my flyer on social media platforms, Facebook and 

Instagram, and got in contact with three individuals. Ultimately, I interviewed a total of 20 

formerly incarcerated AAPIs. Although I had initially focused my sampling to the San Francisco 

Bay Area, the flexibility of remote interviews allowed me to reach a few participants in Southern 

California. 

 

Sample description 

 At the time of the interviews, participants ranged in age from 28 to 52 years old, with 

most participants in their late-thirties and mid-to-late forties. The breakdown of their ages are as 

follows: one in his late 20s; five in their mid-to-late 30s; 12 in their forties; and 2 in their early 

50s. 18 participants identified as male, and 2 as female. The largest ethnic population captured is 

Southeast Asians (6 Vietnamese, 5 Cambodian, 1 Laotian, and 1 Hmong), followed by East 

Asians (3 Chinese, 1 Korean, and 1 mixed-race of Japanese and Thai) and 2 Samoans. This 

sample population also captures a specific group of 1.5 and 2nd generation refugees or children 

of refugees from Southeast Asia who had come of age in California during a proliferation of 

“tough on crime” policies and an unprecedented prison boom which resulted in the mass 
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incarceration of youth of color. Many had arrived in the U.S. in the aftermath of the Vietnam 

War and resettled into what interviewees described as impoverished and racially segregated 

neighborhoods where they faced severe challenges of poverty, rampant crime, family separation, 

language and cultural barriers, racial hostility, and gang violence, all of which compounded the 

post-traumatic stress and trauma of forced migration and war in their homeland countries. All 

participants were incarcerated when they were under the age of 23. 15 participants were 

incarcerated in the 1990s, and all except for three were in their late 30s and 40s when released. 

Given that experiences in the reentry process can change over the course of months and 

years, the length of time between participants’ date of release and their date of interview varied. 

The earliest year of release among the 20 participants was in 2001 and the latest release date was 

in July of 2020. Therefore, depending on their time of release, their situations varied; some were 

off parole while some were residing in a transitional house. To maintain confidentiality, all 

participants’ names have been replaced with pseudonyms. This research study was also approved 

by the Institutional Review Board (IRB).  

 

Interview Details and Data Analysis 

 Each interview lasted between 60 to 80 minutes. The first interview was conducted in-

person, and the rest took place over the phone or the video platform Zoom. For participants with 

whom I communicated over email, I sent them my interview guide prior to our interview so they 

could be made fully aware of the sensitive questions that might come up. In doing so, it helped 

minimize any apprehensions they might’ve had around what was going to be asked, as well as 

allowed room to decline answering any question.  
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Taking on a semi-structured approach, my interview guide began with close-ended 

demographic information and proceeded with open-ended questions that explored five sections: 

ethnic identity, family background, incarceration, family reunification, and reentering 

community. Questions on family background sought to identify what social variables (i.e., class, 

gender, migration) played a role in participants’ family relationships. I then proceeded to inquire 

about how their incarceration affected their family, their families’ views and attitudes towards 

their incarceration, and how they navigated family reunions/gatherings. Being Chinese American 

myself facilitated rapport throughout the interviews; in their remarks and references on culture, 

interviewees would say “we” or “you know” in signaling that what they were speaking about 

were shared experiences. The interviews allowed for additional questions about individuals’ own 

experiences while also being able to compare and analyze across the data. Interviews were 

digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim afterward. Each participant received a gift card as 

compensation for being interviewed.  

I coded each interview using MAXQDA qualitative software and for inductive analysis, 

used grounded theory to develop themes and theories from comparative and iterative processes 

(Charmaz 2006). In my initial coding, I coded segment-by-segment for three interviews to 

understand the emerging themes and patterns while staying as close to the data as possible. From 

there, I moved onto focused and axial coding to label the major concepts that would capture 

connections across specific codes and accompanying nuances. For example, the code hard to 

break habits was initially used to describe habits developed and carried over from their time in 

prison. Many participants very quickly began describing it more as trauma than habits, so I 

started clustering together the triggers of alarms and difficulty with socialization. It wasn’t until a 

participant specifically named PTSD did that term become a code itself.  
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 The primary issue of significance that emerged during my study was COVID-19. After 

my first interview, the following 19 had to be shifted over the phone or Zoom for the safety of 

myself and my interviewees. In most cases, this meant unstable phone connections and lots of 

questions to clarify or repeat words and sentences. While I couldn’t observe facial expressions or 

body gestures, I remained attentive to the shifts in their tones. Nonetheless, the objective 

remained the same – to create a comfortable and open environment where they could share their 

experiences.  

 

Methodological Approach  

 Undergirding my project is the framework of research justice, which is guided by and 

centered on marginalized communities’ ability to exercise control and autonomy over their own 

narratives (Jolivette 2015). This research seeks to challenge traditional notions of knowledge 

production by acknowledging the voices of marginalized communities not as just perspectives or 

experiences but as forms of knowledge and information. Further, my research practice is deeply 

informed by Patricia Hill Collins’ feminist standpoint theory, which rests on the premise that (1) 

knowledge is socially situated (2) marginalized groups provide insight not afforded by the non-

marginalized and (3) “research, particularly that focused on power relations, should begin with 

the lives of the marginalized” (1990). Research in institutions such as the university is often 

wielded as a harmful tool against those being “studied,” particularly to Black and Indigenous 

communities. I recognize my role as a researcher in academia who is not formerly incarcerated 

or system impacted. In order to avoid reproducing the hierarchal structures of power and 

exploitation, a key practice in my research process has been reflexivity so to ensure that my 

participants’ narratives are accurately and respectfully represented.  
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 Part of this method is utilizing humanizing terminology when discussing these individual 

and group identities and experiences. Past and current scholarship on incarcerated groups, as a 

reflection of dominant society, often utilizes language that is dehumanizing in effect. Terms, 

such as “prisoner” or “ex-convict,” not only hold negative connotations but also attach a fixed 

label to a temporary status and further stigmatizes those entangled and impacted by the carceral 

state. Therefore, this study refers to those who were released from prison, local jails, juvenile 

detention and immigrant detention centers, etc. as “formerly incarcerated.”9 

 Most notably, what distinguishes my research is the use of the longue durée approach. 

The framework of the longue durée, coined by Braudel in 1949, is interdisciplinary and moves 

across the social sciences to analyze how long-term political, social, and economic structures 

shape social reality today (Lee 2012). As Delgado notes, “The emphasis of this approach is 

dialectical: it is about how the history of the past informs the history of the present'' (2016). This 

concept examines the events and processes of how people of color are racialized and otherized in 

the U.S. and seeks to understand the unique positionality of these communities by tracing the 

events that shape their oppression. My research requires a longue durée approach because 

understanding reentry for AAPIs requires an understanding of larger histories of Western 

imperialism and militarism.  

 

 

 

 

 
9 For a comprehensive list of terminology, refer to the Underground Scholars Language Guide: A Guide for 

Communicating about People Involved in the Carceral System. Michael Cerda-Jara, Steven Czifra, Abel 

Galindo, Joshua Mason, Christina Ricks, Azadeh Zohrabi. Language Guide for Communicating About Those 

Involved In The Carceral System. Berkeley, CA: Underground Scholars Initiative, UC Berkeley, 2019. 
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FINDINGS 

 

Living in Limbo: “Even though I’m free, I’m also caged” 

 On a Wednesday evening, Kevin and I sat in the small office of the Asian Prisoner 

Support Committee (APSC) building. Spread out in front of us on a round, gray table was a 

small pot of leftover bún bò huế broth Kevin’s fiancé had made, along with a plastic bag of thick 

vermicelli noodles, tender slices of beef and pork, and fresh herbs. The aroma from the broth 

filled the air as we each fixed ourselves a bowl. A boisterous 43-year-old Chinese Vietnamese 

man, Kevin chuckled as he recalled how his first meal after his brother picked him up from the 

prison gates was the blandest bowl of phở he’s ever had. As we ate and talked, I learned that 

Kevin’s family had fled Vietnam in 1982 by boat and was stranded in the South China Sea for 

six months before being rescued by fishermen. He was four years old when his family was 

resettled in San Francisco, California. The eldest of six children, he started running the streets at 

the age of seven, and when he was 17, he was convicted on a gang-related charge and sentenced 

to 27 years to life in prison. After serving 23 years, he was granted parole in 2015 but on the day 

of his release, he was directly transferred into the custody of Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE). Fortunately, his deportation was barred due to a 2008 U.S.-Vietnam 

Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that limits the removal of Vietnamese individuals who 

immigrated to the U.S. before 1995. However, Kevin remains under a removal order to this day, 

as the agreement could change anytime as did in the case with the government of Laos. 

 Kevin’s deportation, like many others, is a significant barrier to the full reintegration into 

their families and communities. Orders of removal force them to live within a liminal space – 

since final orders of deportation don’t mean immediate removal from the country, they live day-

to-day unsure of if and when they would be deported. 
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 Interviewees shared how their difficulty with living in this liminal space, which was 

intensified by the fear of being detained and deported by ICE. This is clearly expressed by Sam, 

who was notified on the day of his release that he was going to be picked up by ICE: “I was like, 

damn. I was saddened, stressful, you know, kinda like, depressed. I’m going from one prison to 

another. So that kinda took away from all the hopes and dreams and anticipation and excitement 

to see my family.” A majority of deportees such as Sam had either fled their homeland at an 

early age or were born in refugee camps and therefore have never stepped foot on their parents’ 

homeland. “I got retraumatized because now, I’m going somewhere I never been before.” Upon 

hearing that the government of Laos was not accepting any deportees at the time, Sam hurriedly 

signed a self-removal order and was released after being detained for 90 days.  

 However, those with orders of removal are required to routinely check in with ICE as 

required by immigration law. Leo, who fled the war in Vietnam at a young age, spoke to the high 

stakes and traumatizing nature of routine check-ins with ICE: “When some people show up to 

report, they handcuff you right there… It’s really traumatizing, you know? If I go back there 

[Vietnam], I know nobody. It’s hard to say what’s going on.” The uncertainty that comes with 

this stage of limbo induces a state of self-awareness and monitoring. This is illuminated by Peter, 

a Cambodian man who was born in a Thai refugee camp and eventually entered the U.S. at age 

four with permanent resident status. He was incarcerated from age 14 and upon his release from 

the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) in 2016, he was 

immediately detained for another year and half. In 2018 at age 36, he was finally released to his 

family, but the joy was stifled by his order of removal: 

Any day, ICE can come back to detain me and deport me. I’m always in constant 

fear. I can be separated from family again after many years. That’s a reality I’m 

constantly aware of. This stuff makes it very difficult not just to do my job but 

I’m constantly aware that even though I’m free, I’m also caged. I’m limited. I’m 
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stuck in this limbo. The ankle monitor is like a reminder every day, like I have to 

remind myself to charge it at certain times… otherwise it’s going to beep and 

notify ICE and all that stuff…. I’m in a box. 

 

Even when free from the confinement of prison, formerly incarcerated refugees are forced to live 

in a state of liminality that makes it difficult for them to move forward with life. The continued 

state surveillance and supervision they are subjected to make persistently clear their precarious 

position in the U.S.  

 Living in limbo includes living with the worry of family separation. The emotional toll of 

family separation is experienced not just by the individual but also it ripples out to the family. 

Similar to Peter, Ben’s family had fled Cambodia during the Khmer Rouge genocide. After 23 

years of incarceration from the age of 18, he was able to be released as a result of sustained 

advocacy from community organizations and the circumstances of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Before knowing he was going to be released, he spoke in anticipation of his deportation:  

With my family, Cambodia is not my country no more. My grandpa said, you 

need to run cus our country’s gone from the killing fields. All my family, my kids 

are all in America. I’ve been fighting for 23 years to get to my family. Instead of 

getting to them, I get sent to ICE and Cambodia…. With my mom, she’s like, I 

brought you over here. Now they're bringing you back. Back there, I have 

nothing. All I have is trauma back there…. There’s nothing good for me out there. 

That’s my mom’s fear. That’s where majority of my family was murdered. 

 

The liminal state participants occupy is a fearful one as the images and memories of their 

homeland hold great personal loss and trauma. Given the atrocities experienced during the 

Khmer Rouge regime in Cambodia, it comes as to no surprise that survivors of one of the gravest 

genocides are fearful of having their children forcibly returned to the same grounds. From 

producing the very conditions of their displacement and incarceration, the U.S. places refugee 

families, 40 years later, back into harm’s way by facilitating another forced relocation. 
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 This liminal space occupied by those slated for deportation is militarized in nature. As 

participants have illuminated, the fear of deportation – and ICE as its mechanism – plays in the 

active part of the continued legacy of U.S. militarism in their lives. In this lens, ICE emerges in 

the carceral age as an extension of U.S. militarism that seeks to govern and control the displaced 

refugee body long after the wars. As Sam astutely stated, “I’m going from one prison to 

another.” From being constructed as the passive recipients of U.S. relief during their 

resettlement, militarized refugees are now racialized within the U.S. empire as criminal 

immigrant bodies that must be placed under a form of state supervision, be it prisons or parole. 

 

Cultural Shame, Stigma, and Silence: “with empty hands” 

Shame and Stigma as Shaped by Culture 

 Shame and stigma are universally felt across all cultures, but participants illustrated a 

unique cultural dimension shaping the shame and stigma they faced as formerly incarcerated 

AAPIs. As many scholars have conveyed, traditional Asian cultures place great value and 

emphasis on the family as a unit (Weil and Lee 2004; Um 2015; Yang, Sungeun & Rosenblatt 

2001). Within this collectivist framework, the dynamics of shame are felt not only at the 

individual level but also at the level of the family. As Sam, who is Laotian, explained, “In my 

culture, when you embarrass the family, when you out there being trouble, they don’t say, that 

kid is a bad kid. They say whose kid is that? They don’t teach their kid.” One’s incarceration is 

often harshly directed onto the immediate and relative families of the individual. For some, 

reconnecting with family members upon release was not exactly a joyous moment for some as 

the stigma of criminality lingered.  
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The main social effect of incarceration is being “othered” within their family or ethnic 

community. In 2012, David, a 2nd generation Korean American, was released after 20 years and 

returned to his hometown in Orange County, an area that was predominantly Korean at the time. 

He had anticipated his transition back into his culturally homogenous community to be easy, but 

to his disappointment, he was met with an overwhelmingly unwelcoming reception from his 

Korean hometown. David described how prior to his incarceration, he had fit the stereotypical 

image of the Asian whiz kid to the brim: “part of the National Honors Society, AP course load, 

international baccalaureate program, computer nerd, martial artist, son of a doctor, piano player.” 

These expectations had only intensified the stigma he felt from his community when he was 

incarcerated at age 16. He recalled that upon his release, “I was the boogeyman…. This was the 

reason why so many people weren’t comfortable around me because I was always the person 

referred to to scare kids up. You know, Doctor’s son went to jail so quit fucking up.” The stigma 

felt was a consequence of not meeting familial expectations of economic success and upward 

mobility.  

Mia, who was incarcerated on and off in the past 12 years, spoke of how she became 

estranged from her family due to their shunning and lack of compassion: “You know that, 

Chinese, if you’re not perfect, you’re not doing the right thing. They were so raised on values 

and everything else. But I guess this is an American way, like, I’m not going through your 

culture and being quiet.” Like David, Mia’s association with the criminal justice system stood in 

stark contrast to the Asian immigrant narrative of success. Mia also attributed the stigma she 

faced with generational and cultural differences and the difficulty of reconciling the differences 

between Western ideals of individualism and independence with Asian values of collective 

interdependence and harmony.   



 24 

Shame and Stigma as Shaped by Transpacific Displacement 

 “We were supposed to come over here and be like, the model minority. Especially with 

other parents, their kids grew up to become doctors, scientists… My parents, you know, got a kid 

that’s locked up.” Song is a Vietnamese refugee whose family was resettled in San Diego, CA 

when he was six years old. Like most Southeast Asian refugee families, they had a difficult time 

psychologically, socially and economically adjusting as displaced strangers on a foreign land. 

Their struggle was exacerbated when Song’s two brothers and sisters, who had later tried to join 

them in the U.S., died at sea in their escape. Song’s sense of shame about his incarceration is 

deeply informed not only by the expectation of becoming successful in a new environment but 

also by grief and survivor’s guilt.  

 To further demonstrate how shame and stigma are intensified by the profound loss and 

trauma transpacific displacement produces, Leo offers his thoughts on the prospect of being 

deported back to Vietnam. Leo had left Vietnam in 1979 with this younger brother when they 

were 12 and 10 years of age respectively. From a refugee camp in Hong Kong, he was able to be 

sponsored to the U.S, where at the age of 23 he became incarcerated for 29 years. In December 

of 2019, Leo was released on parole at age 52. By then, his mother had passed away and the rest 

of his siblings were still living in Vietnam, unaware of his incarceration. Not wanting to bother 

or worry his siblings who had by then established families and continued with their lives, he 

maintains contact only with his brother who’s in the U.S., albeit minimally. Whereas most 

people wanted to reestablish family contact once released, Leo’s sense of shame made it so he 

preferred to avoid contact rather than burden his family with this incarceration. He expressed 

with a sense of deep concern: 

I came over here to build my life. I thought I would get a good, high education so 

one day I can go back to my own homeland and visit my family, my 
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neighborhood. So I can show them what I’d become. But now, 40 years away, I 

been a gang member. I been a criminal. So I’m a bad person. So if they deport me 

back with empty hands, I’d feel ashamed. So it bother me a lot…. The people, 

they see this guy been away 40 years. He got nothing. He a shame to his own 

family. 

 

  With “empty hands,” Leo speaks to the cultural dislocation he feels in both his homeland 

in Vietnam and the U.S., where he was spent the majority of his life in prison. Perhaps this is 

what most distinguishes formerly incarcerated AAPI’s sense of shame and stigma from what’s 

experienced by other racial groups. A central characteristic of the militarized refugee is the 

process of navigating the emotional and material repercussions of transpacific displacement. 

Being incarcerated can trigger a heightened sense of shame, as Leo expresses, because upon his 

release, he lacks the skills and knowledge necessary to successfully navigate American society 

and all its bureaucracies – such as how healthcare works, how to get a driver’s license without a 

social security number, or how to build credit. While this may be standard adult life skills, it’s 

knowledge necessary to understanding how American culture works. In the case they are 

deported to Vietnam, the adjustment and transition back into a society and country they have 

never stepped foot in, and where deportees are relegated to a lower social and economic class, is 

an even more insurmountable challenge.  

 

Family Reunification 

 However, it should be noted that not all participants experienced cultural shame or 

ostracization from family upon release. For Peter, the news of his release brought overwhelming 

joy to his mother because of the loss she has endured. Peter recalls the moment he returned to his 

family after being detained for a year and a half: “Oh, they were happy. She experienced so 

much horror and trauma in her time, losing family members and loved ones. Losing her son.” 
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Since Peter still remained under an order of removal, this moment was bittersweet because it 

held the possibility of another family separation.  

 It’s oftentimes that in the course of their incarceration, shame from immediate family 

members lessened. The incarceration of a loved one served as a moment of crisis and reckoning 

for some families, especially with the prospect of their child having a life sentence. The 

announcement of their children’s release was often shocking because they were under the 

impression they were never going to be released. There were opportunities for reconciliation 

along the way – through family visits and communication, participants were able to strengthen 

relationships with their family. This was the case for Tommy, who grew up in a Cambodian 

refugee family. In referring to the environment that prompted him to join a gang as a form of 

survival and protection, Tommy said, “My mother understood that this wasn’t my choice to be 

incarcerated. It was just that, at the time, I believed that this is what I need to do to be 

successful.” Participants and their parents acknowledged that their individual choices played a 

part in their incarceration, but they also were keen to make connections to the structural 

dynamics of class and race that had constrained their life opportunities since their resettlement in 

the U.S. as children.  

 

Silence and Saving Face 

 When John found out his mother had told her family that he was working for a newspaper 

company in San Francisco, John responded with disbelief and disappointment. “I’m like, really? 

You know, inside prison, we’re learning. We learn to be more honest and truthful about 

ourselves. So I’m like, why are you lying about me?” Feeling that associations with incarceration 

would taint the family name and honor, parents often lied to conceal their children’s 
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incarceration, typically telling relatives and friends that their son was away in school or in the 

military.  

Incarceration remains a taboo topic within Asian American families and communities. 

The concealment of their children’s incarceration was a strategy of “saving face,” a common 

practice in Asian culture in which one maintains reputation and dignity by hiding or avoiding 

humiliating or shameful situations (Chung 2016). While it was a “coping strategy” (Alexander 

2004) for parents to mitigate stigma and uphold family integrity, participants felt it to be 

especially diminishing to them. This confirms Braman’s argument of the “repression of self” as a 

social effect of incarceration; formerly incarcerated individuals are forced to hide or suppress 

what was a profound and powerful experience for them (2004). Like John’s response indicated, 

his years incarcerated were formative years in which he developed friendships and bonds with 

people he now called family and where he built a support system that assisted him in this reentry 

process. 

 I further argue that this strategy of concealment not only reproduces shame and stigma 

but further perpetuates the culture of silence within Asian American families. In many ways, the 

culture of silence occurring on an interpersonal level within intimate familial relationships 

replicates larger systemic silences around U.S. imperialism and militarism in Asia. 

Understanding how these silences are historically and institutionally generated on a macro level 

can help us understand how these silences are developed on a micro level. Silence is then an 

analytical site to describe how culture, homeland, and displacement come to inform and intensify 

the emotional tensions that result. 

 



 28 

Knowledge as a Site of Healing and Resistance: “I’ve always wanted to know my own 

history” 

“For many in the diaspora, rebuilding lives and community means weaving meaning and 

continuity from fragments and disorder, and transnationally re-stitching relational fabrics 

that have been frayed by time, distance, and politics” (Khatharya Um, From the Land of 

Shadows)  

 

 

Intergenerational Trauma 

 War and transpacific displacement have shaped out to be punctuating life events for 

formerly incarcerated refugees and children of refugees. The memory of that war, though, often 

exists in fragments for children of refugees because the experiences are far too traumatic and 

distraught for parents to relive and talk about. A key feature of the lives of the militarized 

refugee is intergenerational trauma, which defined as the process of trauma going unaddressed in 

previous generations and as a result is passed on through the next generations within the 

family.10 It reveals how war has disrupted the fabric of families in fundamental and irrevocable 

ways, but more so, it reveals how the events of U.S. militarism in Asia continue to haunt 

refugees long after the war. As demonstrated in Kevin’s reflection: 

By them not dealing with their own trauma, they passed it onto me. My mom 

didn’t know how to deal with losing her parents on the escape. Her parents were 

murdered by pirates and she never talked about it, and I think that ate her up. I 

think the way she dealt with it was by being absent. Not just physically but 

emotionally. She wasn’t there. So what I did was started doing the same thing…. I 

learned it. You don’t share your feelings. You don’t talk about it. 

 

Kevin’s relationship with his mother, characterized by an implicit silence about the Vietnam War 

and the post-traumatic stress sustained from it, is far from unique. When asked to recall what 

 
10 Nkauj Iab Yang and Quyen Dinh. n.d. “Intergenerational Trauma and Southeast Asian American Youth in 

California.” RISE for Boys and Men of Color. 
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their parents had told them about their family history, the most common response from 

participants was: “They don’t talk about it.” This strained family relationships, as illustrated by 

Tommy: 

[Mom] used to wake up in the morning or midnight telling me she had a dream 

about her sister, all sweaty and crying. I didn’t recognize that was PTSD and 

trauma… And you know when someone suffers from depression, they seem kind 

of distanced… and my dad, he drinks too because he lost a lot of loved ones too. 

He went through hell and back too, you know. He changed a lot too. Of course, 

the culture too. Not showing the emotions or showing the fears. So basically, I 

was kind of detached from my parents because of the trauma we went through, us 

not talking a lot…. At the time, I thought, my mom and dad don’t give a damn 

about me. Actually they do. It’s just, you know… at that age. 

 

Kevin and Tommy articulate the physical, psychological, and emotional ways in which war and 

forced displacement have shaped and constrained family relationships growing up and leading to 

their incarceration; that the war was still very much omnipresent in their lives.  

 Prior research suggests that difficult relationships with family members before prison 

were often sources of stress upon release (Harding, Morenoff & Wyse 2019). However, in 

conversations about intergenerational trauma, participants expressed how coming to understand 

these sites of tension and the weight of their family history had strengthened their bond and 

relationship with their family. 

 

“Know history, know self.” 

 A Filipino writer and nationalist during the Spanish colonial period of the Philippines, 

José Rizal stated, “Ang hindi lumingon sa pinanggalingan ay hindi makarating sa paroroonan,” 

which has been loosely interpreted as “No history, no self. Know history, know self.” For many 

of the interviewees, they returned to their families and communities with a stronger sense of 

identity and self. 
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 Participants were critical of prisons as sites of punishment and retribution, but many 

acknowledged their incarceration as a turning point in which they had an opportunity to sober up, 

reflect, and mature accordingly. For example, Sam said,  

But since I been in prison and developed a better understanding of my wrongs and 

my behavior, and the negative effects and the people it affected, it humbled me to 

do better now, to develop, to rebuild, reconnect with my family. So now, I can say 

that our relationship is more healthier because we check up on each other.  

 

 Over the twenty years of his incarceration, Sam, like many other lifers, took advantage of 

the educational, rehabilitative, and vocational prison programs. In addition to these programs that 

helped them develop relationship-building and communication skills, it was also age and 

maturity that encouraged them to reconnect and reconcile. Most were incarcerated during their 

teenage years, and many attested to how their thinking changed dramatically as they’ve spent 

such formative years in prison.  

 Of all the prison programs participants took part in, culturally relevant programs, such as 

APSC’s ROOTS (Restoring Our Original True Selves) or Native Hawaiian spiritual groups, were 

the most impactful. The ethnic studies-based curriculum allowed for the space to reflect, process, 

and navigate their family histories and trauma. By being in community with other AAPI 

incarcerated people, they were able to situate their lived experiences within the larger history of 

mass incarceration and the wars in Southeast Asia. Programs such as ROOTS gave them the 

vocabulary to fill in their existing gaps of knowledge. Sam continued,  

I didn’t identify myself as Laotian. I just pretty much know where I came from 

and a little bit of its history. But by joining the ROOTS program, it gave me a 

little more insight into the reason for me relocating into the US. I was able to 

pretty much understand a lot of the reasoning behind me being incarcerated. 

 

This labor of self-reflection and education was as much an individual initiative as it was 

collective. This can be seen through Ben, who recounted,  
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They locked me up for 5 years and I sat there. I was like, I’ve always wanted to 

know my own history, my country. I wanted to know why my father died, why 

half my family died…. When I got out of the SHU, I continued to read about 

history… Cambodia’s, Thai’s, Vietnamese, China’s history, and then I put 

together what happened…. The emotional history is what I’ve learned of 

myself… the emotion I felt that I didn’t know throughout my life and my 

grandparents’ life.  

 

 Education is a critical tool of healing that allowed for participants to make sense of and 

come to terms with forty years of war in Asia and the ways in which it has shaped familial 

relationships. More significantly was their ability and strategies of cultivating forms of advocacy 

and resistance within the confines of a place that is not meant for culture or community to be 

reproduced. This is astutely captured by Tan, who said, “You know, when I first went to prison, 

there wasn’t an API community. But we built one inside and its foundation was family, and we 

called each other ‘brother’ and we meant it.” The active pursuit of family history and their 

development of a political analysis for their conditions not only mended family relationships but 

also cultivated community relationships that would serve crucial to their reentry. 

 Upon their release, this labor of self-reflection and education carried over to the family 

sphere where participants strived to heal and mend relationships with family members. Their 

time spent in community with other incarcerated folks provided them with the tools to confront 

difficult relationships within their families and work towards breaking the cycle of 

intergenerational trauma. Kevin saw his release as an opportunity to ask his parents about their 

history. He said, “They still resist, but I learned through the four years since I’ve been home, the 

wall’s slowly breaking down.” For Ben, his release allowed him to aspire to a new social role, 

that of a responsible father, especially for his youngest son: “My son, he hides [resentment] 

pretty good…. We speak but I’m blessed that I could understand myself so I can hear him out 

without reacting to it…. That’s the number one thing I try to stop in passing to my kids, my niece 
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and nephews. When I speak, I try to speak with awareness.” By demonstrating renewed 

investment and commitment to these familial relationships, participants are strengthening their 

own resolve to grow personally while breaking cycles of intergenerational trauma. 

 

Coming Home and Re-defining Family 

 For many being released, family was not always easily accessible – physically and/or 

emotionally. 17 out of 20 participants did not return to the homes or neighborhoods they grew up 

or lived in prior to prison. There are several reasons as to why: family members were not 

receptive of the formerly incarcerated individual given their association with criminality; 

communication with family members ceased when the individual was incarcerated; family 

resided in their home countries in Asia; and lastly, the restriction of staying within a 50-mile 

parameter imposed by parole made it difficult for the formerly incarcerated individual to visit 

family who lived in other counties. This was the case for Tan, who was released on parole after 

having been incarcerated for 26 years at age 42. Recalling his initial feelings around his release, 

he expressed, 

Coming home was scarier than [prison]. When I found out I couldn’t go home 

to my family because they lived in counties that I couldn’t return to, that was a 

whole fear in itself. It really stressed me out because where can I go that I’m 

going to have someone help me because I have to learn everything. I have to 

learn how to pay my bills… build credit… I’ve never done it. And there’s no 

classes inside prison that teach you how to do that stuff. 

 

 Without strong or accessible familial ties, many relied on their networks they had built in 

prison to help build a new life in the outside world. They understood there were matters specific 

to their refugee status and were able to give and receive support accordingly. They assisted each 

other in obtaining papers of citizenship that were lost in the process of resettlement so that they 

could apply for employment, a driver’s license, and such. They turned to each other to figure out 
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how to apply for a pardon from the governor to eliminate their grounds for deportation. 

 Participating in local community organizations allowed for them to build new social 

networks, through which many were able to find jobs simply through word of mouth. More than 

that, these spaces and networks were where participants felt a sense of belonging. John said, 

“Yeah, this is where I chose to be… And really, they’re more like my family.” Similarly, David 

recalled how he felt a sense of “instant comradery” being with other formerly incarcerated 

AAPIs. For David, who was released in Fullerton, CA, there weren’t any reentry programs where 

he saw a lot of AAPIs. He recalled how his friend didn’t feel comfortable being the only Asian 

with an accent in the room. Tan, who now works at a local Asian American community 

organization, described it as a “larger family” and his work as fulfilling. Many became took on 

employment roles in local community organizations, such as Peter, who saw reentry work as a 

way to “break the cycle of harm. I think that’s where it starts, with me and it manifesting 

outward to everyone else.” These stories of knowledge and education as sites of resistance help 

us consider that for these individuals, incarceration and reentry are about more than crime and 

punishment – it is about being a militarized refugee. It is about understanding and navigating the 

ongoing effects of U.S. militarization in their present lives. When speaking about healing from 

deeper traumas, participants echoed the importance of community as a form of survival and 

protection, as well as a form of radical care and solidarity. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This research sought to understand how formerly incarcerated Asian Americans and 

Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) experience reentry into their family and community? Drawing upon 

carceral and critical refugee studies, I posited that to understand reentry for AAPIs necessitates a 
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critical examination of the sociohistorical contexts that have shaped and informed their 

circumstances of incarceration and reentry. Therefore, I evoked the concept of the militarized 

refugee to understand participants as (1) a product of the racialized violence of U.S. colonization 

and war-making in Asia and as a result (2) holds the ability to expose most deeply the conditions 

and possibility for ongoing forms of militarization (Espiritu 2014). In this frame, the ongoing 

presence of U.S. militarism becomes undeniable present in all participants’ lives, particularly in 

their experiences of living in limbo, cultural shame, stigma, and silence, and healing. The threat 

of deportation makes visible the different avenues of discipline and punishment as ICE works as 

an extension of U.S. militarism. The emotional sites of shame, stigma, and silence are often 

imbued with grief and personal loss as a direct result of war and forced transpacific 

displacement. The culture of silence perpetuated on the interpersonal level is also reflective of 

the militarized relationships particularly built on the national erasure and repression of Western 

imperialism and the trauma inflicted on Southeast Asia. Given the deliberately crafted silences 

on micro-and macro-levels, participants’ development of a political consciousness in their 

position as militarized refugees acts as a disruption and defiance of such silence. In seeking to 

understand their lives as militarized refugees, it facilitated personal healing and growth. 

Formerly incarcerated AAPIs as militarized refugees, as emphasized throughout this study, 

asserts that deeper histories and traumas require deeper structures of healing. It becomes clear 

then that we must move beyond traditional frameworks of reentry as it isn’t sufficient in 

supporting this population. 

 The intention of this study has been to (1) undertake a crucial examination of formerly 

incarcerated AAPIs in the intersection between U.S. militarism and the carceral state in order to 

(2) provide analysis and context to those who seek to develop new strategies and support systems 
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for AAPI reentry. I forward two main community recommendations. The first is to adopt an 

ethnic studies curriculum into prison reentry programs. The strategy of community building 

across cultural lines lies in its effective promotion and empowerment of their political 

consciousness as members of a historically oppressed group subject to the carceral gaze. 

Participants of ROOTS as mentioned above have shown how its programming brought greater 

cohesion to the AAPI community inside and out of prison. It allowed for the room and 

opportunity to re-engage with their history and unearth the deeper traumas that have shaped their 

and their families’ lives. Secondly, as participants have expressed how they feel a sense of 

belonging with other formerly incarcerated AAPIs, community reentry programs can consider 

carving out more of these sustained spaces of support that cater specifically to the cultural and 

linguistic needs of AAPIs. In addition of the emotional support of personal healing, formerly 

incarcerated AAPIs who are also deportees require the material support to eliminate their 

grounds for deportation and the possibilities of having to experience family separation and 

displacement once again.  

 Lastly, as qualitative interview data cannot be extended as generalizable or definitive, I 

intend for these stories, reflections, and analysis offered here as a beginning to a conversation 

scholar should continue to explore and advance in future research endeavors. There is much 

potential to build upon this work, and the following are two areas in which additional research 

could expand upon: (1) locale: individuals incarcerated outside of the state of California and (2) 

gender: a larger sample of AAPI women. Firstly, interviewees have demonstrated the pivotal role 

culturally relevant in-prison programs play in their personal transformations. A majority of 

participants resided in the San Francisco Bay Area where there is an abundance of community 

and reentry organizations. Other states might vary in geographical location and access to these 
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resources and services. Secondly, the discourse on war and Southeast Asian refugees tend to be 

male-dominated and marginalize the accounts and experiences of refugee women (Espiritu 

2020). Further studies should address this gender gap in the literature by examining how gender 

plays a role in war and displacement and centering women who face a different sort of racialized 

and gendered violence.  

 To conclude this paper, I revisit the drawing from one of the beginning pages. During our 

interview, Ben told me that he was an artist and his recent project was a mural for the church that 

had opened up a room for him to stay at upon his release. He later shared with me the drawing, 

saying that he drew it out of frustration for those who were in a constant fight with the state for 

their freedom. The hand and birds symbolize freedom, but the cages peeking out of the bird 

represent the possibility of being detained. Inscribed in the middle are words that state “Home is 

where the heart is.” Ben explains, “My heart is in my family, and we’ll fight for what our heart 

tells us.” His struggle to fully reunite with his family is one of a larger anti-deportation 

movement. It shows us that the larger forces and projects of the U.S. empire are never fully 

complete nor totalizing as the spirit of resistance that it breeds is inevitable.  
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APPENDIX  

 

 

Interview Guide 

 

Demographic Questions 

 

1. Age 

2. Ethnicity 

3. Gender 

4. Place of birth 

5. Parents’ place of birth 

6. Number of years incarcerated 

7. Year and age of release 

8. Facility released from 

 

Ethnic Identity  

 

1. How would you label your ethnic identity?  

2. Did you participate in any programs in prison? 

3. Were you exposed to any ethnic or culturally relevant programs in prison? Did it make 

you want to get involved?  

a. If yes, what was your experience? 

b. What kind of impact did it have on you? 

4. Who were the people you generally connected with during your incarceration? 

a. Why do you think you gravitated more toward X and not Y? 

5. Did you connect with other AAPI incarcerated folks? If so, how? What kinds of things 

did you share in common? 

6. In the prison system, AAPIs are categorized as “Others.” What do you think of that term? 

 

Family Background 

 

1. Tell me about your family background. 

2. What were your reasons for coming to the U.S. and through what program/mechanism 

were you able to come? 

3. Can you describe your relationship with your family? 

a. Where did you grow up? What was it like? 

4. How did your parents and their history shape your experiences growing up? 

 

Incarceration 

 

1. Do you think your incarceration affected your family?  

a. If yes, why? If no, why? 

2. What were your family’s attitudes/views towards incarceration prior to your own 

incarceration? 

3. What about their views after? 
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4. Have you experienced any changes in how family members treated you before and after 

your incarceration? 

a. If yes, what has changed, and how does that make you feel about your place in the 

family? 

b. If not, why is that? 

 

Post-release Family Reunification  

 

1. Can you tell me about the moments leading up to your release?  

a. Did you have any concerns or anything you were looking forwards to? 

2. How did your family respond to you getting out? 

3. Do you currently live with your family?  

a. If not, how often do you see them? 

4. How have your relationships changed with specific members of your family? 

5. Were you able to find support from your family after you were released?  

a. If yes, what kind of support? 

b. If no, why? 

c. What kind of support do you feel you need or needed but didn’t receive from 

family? 

6. Tell me about any sources of social support besides your family that have been crucial to 

your reentry. 

7. Can you describe the role your family has played in your reentry process? 

8. How did you navigate family reunions once you got out? 

9. What is your communication with your family like now compared to since you first got 

out? 

10. How do you maintain family relationships? 

a. Are there any barriers to that? 

 

Re-entering Community  

 

1. What does community mean to you? 

2. What is your relationship to community? 

3. How have you found community? 

4. Tell me about any struggles you’ve faced with finding a social support network. 

 

Healing 

 

1. What does healing mean for you?  

2. What has helped you in that process? 

3. What makes life fulfilling for you now that you are out? 

 

 

Closing: Is there anything you think I missed that you wanted to add/think would be important 

for me to keep in mind? 
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