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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION  

A Descriptive Profile of the Multiracial Asian Population 

in the United States 

 
 

by 

 

Sooji Han 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Sociology 
University of California, Riverside, December 2017 

Dr. Adalberto Aguirre, Jr., Chairperson 
 

This paper constructs a descriptive profile of the multiracial Asian 

population in the United States by focusing on the types of identity issues the 

population faces and their social implications for the population’s participation in 

U.S. society. Through an analysis of the literature, I identify the factors that are 

salient in the formation of identity in multiracial Asian individuals and what the 

emergence of this population means for the U.S. racial hierarchy.  The findings 

support Bonilla-Silva’s (2004) view that we may be seeing the emergence of a tri-

racial hierarchy in the United States.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Race is treated in the sociological literature as a descriptive variable in the 

examination of social, educational, and economic outcomes for racial groups in 

the United States. In the United States, race has historically been treated as a 

mutually exclusive variable that has resulted in the treatment of racial groups as 

monolithic. However, increased contact between racial groups in the United 

States has resulted in a population of persons that do not fit into one racial 

category; rather, it is a multiracial population (Humes, Jones, and Ramirez 2011). 

For example, since the 1967 legalization of interracial marriages, interracial 

marriages have become more socially acceptable and have become much more 

common in the United States (Shih and Sanchez 2009). As a result, the number 

of multiracial children has greatly increased, and has resulted in multiracial 

people becoming one of the fastest growing groups in the United States.  

Multiracial and the Census 

In recognition of this growing population of Americans who are claiming a 

multiracial heritage, the 2000 U.S. Census questionnaire was the first to allow 

respondents to select more than one race (Lee and Bean 2007). The option to 

mark more than one race was a response to the challenge of individuals and 

groups who wanted to see the census more accurately reflect their multiracial 
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background (Hirschman, Alba, and Farley 2000). In particular, organizations like 

the Association of Multiethnic Americans (AMEA), A Place for Us (APFU), and 

Project RACE played a significant role in this process (Farley 2002). Created to 

represent the interests of interracial couples and mixed race persons, these 

groups began to push for change at the national level with their idea that 

multiracial Americans should not be forced by the government to identify with 

only one race. A multiracial movement was born and their demand that a “mixed-

race” or “multiracial” term be added to the list of identification options drew lots of 

public attention, including that of government officials who oversaw the census 

and of state legislatures. Racial data holds extreme importance for our country as 

it has the power to highlight inequalities and correct disparities (i.e. institutional 

discrimination) through new laws and policies. Consequently, the demand for 

change was advocated and opposed by different groups for varying political 

reasons. Civil rights organizations initially feared that the addition of a multiracial 

option would decrease the number of racial minorities in statistical data, thus 

harming the work of advocacy groups that seek to provide money and other 

resources to minority communities (Farley 2002). On the other hand, there were 

conservative political leaders (e.g. Ward Connerly) who supported the decision to 

add a multiracial option, largely because they saw the opportunity to limit race-

based affirmative action programs (Williams 2006). In the end, while the 

multiracial movement’s demand for a “multiracial” option was not met, the Office 

of Management and Budget (OMB) decided that it would modify its federal policy 
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on the collection of racial information and start allowing respondents to identify 

with more than one race (Farley 2002; Williams 2006).   

According to the U.S. Census, a multiracial individual is a person who 

selects membership in more than one of the six census racial categories. In the 

2010 census, people could check one or more of the following categories: White, 

Black or African American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Native 

Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and Some Other race. Therefore, according 

to the U.S. Census, a multiracial individual is a person who chooses more than 

one of these six categories.  

In the 2010 U.S. Census, approximately 3 percent of the population, about 

9 million Americans self-identified with two or more races (Humes et al. 2011). 

The multiracial population was one of the fastest growing racial groups over the 

past decade, increasing approximately one-third between 2000 and 2010. 

According to the 2010 U.S. Census, the percentages of people who reported 

multiple races per race category was as follows: White (3.2%), Black or African 

American (7.4%), American Indian and Alaska Native (43.8%), Asian (15.3%), 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander (55.9%), Some Other Race (12.1%) 

(Humes et al. 2011). Among people who reported more than one race, about 

92% reported exactly two races. The majority of people who claimed two or more 

races fell into four categories: White and Black (20%), White and Some Other 
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Race (19%), White and Asian (18%), and White and American Indian or Alaska 

Native (16%).  

According to the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey, the 

multiracial population was at 9.3 million in 2013, or 3% of the American 

population (Pew Research Center 2015). The four largest multiracial groups 

reported were (adults and children): white and black (2.4 million), white and 

Asian (1.9 million), white and American Indian (1.8 million) and white and “some 

other race” (922,000). These four groups accounted for three quarters of the total 

multiracial population. 

While the U.S. Census Bureau finds that about 9 million people reported 

multiple races in 2013, the Pew Research Center suggests that the Census’s 

estimate of the multiracial adult population may underestimate the size of 

America’s mixed-race population (Pew Research Center 2015). By using a new 

approach in which they, in addition to asking individuals their race(s), asked 

questions about the racial backgrounds of their biological parents and 

grandparents, the Pew Research Center estimates that 6.9% of American adults 

have a multiracial background.  

Since the official recognition of the multiracial population in the United 

States, interest in and research on multiracial individuals has grown. In particular, 

much theorizing has focused on multiple racial identity development (Shih and 

Sanchez 2009). However, there still remains a paucity of research in this area. 

Moreover, although mixed race occurs at a comparable rate among Asian 
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American, Black, and White groups, scholarly attention has largely been given to 

Black-White mixed race individuals (Root 2002). As a result, the aspects that 

may be unique to different subgroups are neglected. Thus, the purpose of this 

investigation is to look at the identity issues of a specific and important subgroup 

of the multiracial population- multiracial Asian Americans.  

Intermarriage  

The growth of the multiracial population is clearly linked to the history and 

patterns of intermarriage in the United States. Overall, racial/ethnic intermarriage 

has increased substantially since the 1970s (Qian and Lichter 2007; 2011). As a 

result, the number of multiracial children has greatly increased, and has resulted 

in multiracial people becoming one of the fastest growing populations in the 

country (Shih and Sanchez 2009).  

An increase in interracial marriages is often viewed as a sign of improving 

race relations and declining social distance (Qian and Lichter 2007). Accordingly, 

the rise in interracial marriages has been partially attributed to changing racial 

attitudes and marital preferences (i.e. increased tolerance for exogamous 

unions). Recent reports from the Pew Foundation point to an increased social 

acceptance towards interracial unions. In 2009, over 80 percent of the American 

public reported that it was okay for Whites and Blacks to date each other, as 

opposed to less than 50% of the American public in 1986 (Pew Research Center 

2010). In 1986, almost 30% of Americans said people of different races marrying 
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each other was entirely unacceptable, and an additional 37% said this may be 

acceptable for others, but not for themselves (Pew Research Center 2012). 

However, current reports seem to indicate that the public’s attitudes towards 

intermarriage have become more positive. In 2010, 63% of US adults reported 

that they would be “fine” with having a family member marry someone outside of 

their race/ethnic group. Moreover, 43% were found to view more intermarriages 

as a positive change in society (while most other Americans said it does not 

make a difference) (Pew Research Center 2012).  

The growth in intermarriages is also largely attributed to the expanding 

opportunity structures to intermarry. The breakdown of structural constraints (e.g. 

anti-miscegenation laws) are one of the most common theoretical explanations of 

changing intermarriage trends. Takaki (2000) argued that prohibiting racial 

mixing made it possible to preserve distinct racial categories in order to uphold 

white supremacy. Haney Lopez (1996) posits something similar- that anti-

miscegenation laws have historically served to perpetuate social inequalities by 

constructing racial lines according to which the dominant group would be given 

economic and social privileges while the rest experienced limited access to rights 

and employment. However, with the eventual decline of the Jim Crow racial state 

and the transformation of race relations during the civil rights period, black-white 

interracial marriages began to steadily increase after 1960 (Gullickson 2006). 

When the Loving v. Virginia case led to the eradication of anti-miscegenation 

laws in 1967, interracial marriages, particularly black-white marriages, increased 
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significantly (Qian and Lichter 2011). Other structural factors contributing to the 

rise in intermarriages has been the decline in racial inequality, residential 

segregation, and educational differences, which has led to increased 

opportunities for interracial contact (Qian and Lichter 2011). 

Multiracial Asians, a group that will be given special attention in this paper, 

are a rapidly growing population due to the increase in Asian intermarriage. Early 

interracial marriages involving Asians were largely connected to the American 

military. Many U.S. servicemen who were stationed overseas in Asian countries 

such as the Philippines, South Korea, and Japan came home with Asian brides 

(Qian, Blair, and Ruf 2001). Marriage between Japanese women and U.S. 

servicemen particularly peaked between 1956 and 1964 when the government 

eased its regulations (Kich, King, Shinagawa, and Seigel 1998). Saenz, Hwang, 

and Aguirre (1994) estimate that 44,200 to 48,240 war brides from six Asian 

groups were living in the U.S. in 1980. Beyond the impact of war brides, the rise 

in Asian intermarriage over the years, with more than one out of every four 

Asians being married to someone of a different race (Lee and Bean 2007), can 

be largely attributed to the two aforementioned reasons of improving race 

relations and expanding opportunity structures. The period up to World War II 

was characterized by intense anti-Asian sentiment, and prejudice and 

discrimination against Asians which limited occupational and social opportunities 

were strong, resulting in a high degree of segregation (Kitano, Yeung, Chai, and 

Hatanaka 1984). However, contact, and consequently interracial marriage, 
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between the ethnic Asian and dominant community increased with the 

breakdown of legal barriers and increasing positive sentiment towards Asians 

(Kitano et al. 1984).  For Japanese Americans, increased contact partly resulted 

from Executive Order 9066 which initiated the spreading of Japanese Americans 

from their concentrated settlements on the West Coast; many children of 

Japanese Americans who grew up isolated from other Japanese Americans in 

largely white communities married non-Japanese individuals (Kich et al. 1998). 

Furthermore, the pressure to assimilate and to downplay associations with the 

Japanese community also contributed to choosing non-Japanese spouses (Kich 

et al. 1998). Achievement of upward socioeconomic mobility was made possible 

through an increase in educational and employment opportunities, and highly 

educated individuals attained increased access to the majority group and other 

racial groups through their neighborhoods, schools, and work places (Qian et al. 

2001). Overall, as intermarriage continues to grow among various groups, mixed-

race individuals are becoming a more prominent group within American society. 

To a certain degree, the varying rates among the different categories of 

multiracial Americans seem to reflect intermarriage trends. Intermarriage has 

varied and continues to vary widely across racial/ethnic groups (Qian and Lichter 

2001). For example, by 2008, the intermarriage rate for black couples was 17.4 

percent, while the Asian intermarriage rate was 72.5 percent (Ruggles, Sobek, 

Alexander, Fitch, Goeken, Hall, King, and Ronnander 2009). Accordingly, relative 

to the Asian population, the Black population has a significantly lower rate of 
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individuals who identify as multiracial. As evident in the discussion above, 

structural explanations have been prominent in explaining the growth of 

intermarriage, and social scientists have largely sought to explain variation in 

intermarriage rates among various ethnoracial groups through differences in 

structural factors (e.g. educational attainment, levels of residential segregation, 

income inequality, group size) (Hwang, Saenz, and Aguirre 1994). Yet, structural 

factors do not fully account for intergroup differences in intermarriage (Lee and 

Bean 2010).  

Cultural factors have received less attention when it comes to explaining 

group variation in intermarriage. According to Lee and Bean (2010), the fact that 

intermarriage rates are higher for some groups seems to indicate that cultural 

boundaries are more porous for some groups than for others. More specifically, 

even when members of different groups have full access to one another, cultural 

constraints and culturally acceptable limits affect individuals’ willingness to marry 

across ethnoracial lines (Moran 2001). For example, many in the black 

community consider interracial marriage an act of racial disloyalty and 

inauthenticity (Lee and Bean 2010; Romano 2003). Moreover, black individuals 

often face opposition from nonblack families who do not approve of intermarriage 

with a black partner (Lee and Bean 2010). These are both elements that may 

contribute to the low rate of intermarriage among blacks. Asians and Latinos do 

not seem to face similar constraints which may largely explain why they have 

higher rates of intermarriage than blacks (Lee and Bean 2010). These trends are 
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undoubtedly linked to group variation in multiracial identification.  Chapters 3 and 

4 will include a discussion of how this same pattern of black exceptionalism 

arises in multiracial identification.  Furthermore, the deeper implications of these 

intermarriage trends for race relations in America will be discussed in the last 

chapter.  

Multiracial Identity Development  

The growing presence of multiracial people in the U.S. points to the need 

to identify the social forces and social issues associated with the lives of 

multiracial people. Multiracial studies, “…the scholarship and research 

addressing the personal, social, and political implications of an individual coming 

from more than one racial group”, was born as both the public and scholars took 

notice of this growing population (Shih and Sanchez 2009). Empirical research 

on this growing population has focused largely on racial identification. This 

research has generally followed one of three approaches: the problem approach, 

the equivalent approach, and the variant approach (Rockquemore, Brunsma, and 

Delgado 2009; Thornton and Wason 1995).  

The problem approach to examining multiracial identity assumes that 

being a mixed-race person is a problematic social position because they are 

“between races”; thus, these theories primarily focus on the problems and 

negative experiences that multiracial people encounter (Rockquemore et al. 

2009). A classic example of the problem approach is Robert Park’s (1928) 
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marginal man theory that suggested that a mixed-race person was fated for a 

state of mental crisis as a result of being caught between two cultures without 

quite belonging to either world. Overall, this approach generally predicts negative 

psychological consequences for multiracial individuals (Shih and Sanchez 2005). 

Racial identity development theories for the multiracial population evolved 

from the problem approach to an equivalent approach largely due to racial 

politics during and after the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements 

(Rockquemore et al. 2009). Theorists began to assume that mixed-race people 

(i.e. black-white) were part of the Black population; because researchers 

asserted that most of the black population was racially mixed, they found no 

need to draw distinctions, and mixed-race individuals were expected to develop a 

healthy black identity just like their monoracial counterparts (Rockquemore et al. 

2009).  There was also a shift toward the equivalent approach during this time 

because of an increase in racial pride due to the civil rights movement (Shih and 

Sanchez 2005) and an increase in the numbers of mixed-race scholars studying 

biracial identity (Root 1996); researchers began to pursue a more positive 

perspective in studying the multiracial population (Collins 2000; Root 1992). 

Overall, this approach assumes that monoracial and multiracial individuals are 

alike and undergo the same process of racial identity development (Shih and 

Sanchez 2005).  
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The variant approach is the most recent of the three approaches to 

understanding multiracial individuals. This approach conceptualizes multiracial 

individuals as a unique group with unique experiences and identity development 

processes. Researchers who use this approach have proposed various identity 

development models specific to multiracial individuals (e.g. Collins 2000; Herring 

1992; Poston 1990) to explain how they actively construct and maintain a healthy 

“biracial” or “multiracial” identity (Rockquemore et al. 2009). Despite the different 

ways that these models describe identity development, they do have several 

things in common. Firstly, all of the theories propose that mixed-race individuals 

go through a stage in which they feel conflicted about their racial identity (Shih 

and Sanchez 2005). Secondly, all of the theories also argue that there is an 

endpoint in the racial identity development process where multiracial individuals 

are finally able to appreciate and achieve a positive and healthy integrated 

multiracial identity (Shih and Sanchez 2005).  

A fourth distinct approach has emerged in the past decade: the ecological 

approach. Rather than focusing on stages or on a particular racial identity 

outcome, this approach emphasizes the context surrounding identity 

development (Rockquemore et al. 2009). Human ecology models draw 

connections between people and their sociohistorical and cultural context to 

show how the environment and people influence one another (Johnston-

Guerrero and Renn 2016). In the ecological approach, it is assumed that the 

construction of racial identities are highly dependent on the social context that 



13 
 

people are situated in. There is no single ideal endpoint; identities are fluid and 

highly dependent on the environment. Maria Root (1990, 1998) is well known for 

using the ecological framework to investigate the multiracial population. She 

recognizes the influence of gender, class, and regional history of race while also 

highlighting the impact inherited influences (e.g. cultural values), traits (e.g. 

temperament), and social environments (e.g. home) have on identity 

development. Overall, the ecology approach highlights the person-environment 

interaction.  

Purpose of Investigation  

As suggested by recent approaches to examining multiracial identity 

development, the process of establishing one’s identity is considerably more 

complex for multiracial individuals than for those with a single race/ethnicity 

(Gibbs 1987; Root 1996). For example, multiracial individuals may feel pressured 

to choose one racial identity from among several choices because the exclusive 

nature of our racial classification system does not welcome racial ambiguity 

(Song 2003). It is necessary to pay attention to the diverse identity experiences 

of multiracial persons who negotiate and navigate their identities in ways that 

differ from monoracial individuals.   

The purpose of this investigation is to construct a descriptive profile of the 

multiracial Asian population in the United States by focusing on the types of 

identity issues the population faces and their social implications for the 
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population’s participation in U.S. society. More specifically, this dissertation is 

intended to identify the factors that are salient in the formation of identity in 

multiracial Asian individuals. To this end, I propose to use the ecological 

approach to multiracial identity development as a primary tool for conducting a 

secondary analysis of the research literature and for integrating the studies 

chosen for review. The results of this analysis will serve as a platform for 

identifying topics for further study regarding the multiracial Asian population in 

the United States. 

A second point of investigation has to do with the growing multiracial 

population and changing picture of race and ethnic relations and racial hierarchy. 

In the United States, much theorizing on racial and ethnic relations has 

emphasized assimilation, the process by which the members of immigrant 

groups adapt the ways and institutions of the host society. In general, classic 

assimilation theory sees immigrant and majority groups becoming more culturally 

similar over time (Brown and Bean 2006), as new groups conform to the 

dominant (Anglo-Protestant) culture. The most notable has been Milton Gordon’s 

assimilation framework in which he outlines seven stages of assimilation: cultural 

assimilation (adapt to cultural patterns of the host society), structural assimilation 

(equal access to institutions of the host society), marital assimilation (high rates 

of intermarriage), identification assimilation (development of a sense of identity 

based on dominant society), attitude-receptional assimilation (absence of 

prejudice against minority groups), behavior-receptional assimilation (absence of 
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discrimination against minority groups), and civic assimilation (absence of value 

and power conflict). In recent years the question of whether or not Asian 

Americans, as well as Latinos, are becoming white has become an area of 

interest among sociologists. This idea has been fueled by the prediction of a new 

black/nonblack divide (Bean and Stevens 2003; Gans 1999; Lee and Bean 2004; 

Yancey 2003). The theory of the black/non-black divide suggests that the racial 

hierarchy is shifting from white/black to non-black/black wherein the position of 

blacks is distinct from all others. Lee and Bean (2004) point to intermarriage and 

multiracial identification patterns as contributing to an emerging black/non-black 

divide as the children of Asians and Latinos who intermarry whites are able to 

more easily adopt nonblack identities. Another perspective on the changing 

nature of racial hierarchy is Bonilla-Silva’s (2004) idea of a three-tier system 

which focuses more on skin tone and socioeconomic position as an indicator of 

status; this tri-racial hierarchy places whites at the top, honorary whites in the 

middle, and collective blacks at the bottom.  In his system, the white category 

includes light-skinned multiracials and most multiracials are included in the 

honorary whites category. However, it is difficult to draw conclusions regarding 

social identities based on Asian intermarriage with the white population, 

particularly because we cannot assume a single pattern of racial identification for 

multiracial children (Nishime 2013). As the multiracial population continues to 

grow, one important question to consider is whether or not multiracial Asians are 

actually assimilating into white America and/or where they fit into the new racial 
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hierarchy. As Rockquemore and Arend (2003) put it, new ways of racial 

identification are reflective of broader structural changes; by examining the racial 

identity choices of those who “straddle the racial divide”, we will be able to see if 

there are indeed changes underway in the racial stratification system that 

correspond to either of the proposed theories described above. By examining the 

literature on multiracial Asian identity, this investigation will attempt to provide 

some insight regarding this question.   

Why Multiracial Asians? 

 Now that society is slowly beginning to recognize the existence of the 

once invisible multiracial population, it is important to learn more about the 

various subgroups within this population (Coloma 2008). Multiracial Asian 

Americans are one such group. Asians are among the highest to outmarry (Lee 

and Bean 2007) and accordingly, mixed-race Asians are greatly overrepresented 

among multiracial young people in the United States (Williams-Leon and 

Nakashima 2001). The 2010 Census indicates that multiracial Asian-Americans 

are a steadily growing group in the United States, making up almost 1% (2.6 

million) of the US population (Hoeffel, Rastogi, Kim, and Shahid 2012). The 2010 

Census also indicates that 15% of the Asian population identifies itself as 

multiracial. Among those persons in the population, the majority (61%) identified 

as Asian and White. The Asian-White population grew by 87% between 2000 

and 2010, and represented the greatest numerical increase in the multiracial 

Asian population. Although white and American-Indian is currently the largest 
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group among multiracial adults, as the multiracial population continues to grow, 

the profile of this population seems to be changing; the 2013 American 

Community Survey finds that the two largest groups of mixed-race babies were 

either white and black (36%) or white and Asian (24%) (Pew Research Center 

2015). Sociologists predict that 35% of Asian Americans could identify as 

multiracial by 2050 (Smith and Edmonston 1997).  

Despite this evidence of a rapidly growing multiracial Asian-American 

population, this group is scarcely represented in research. Historically, research 

on race/ethnicity has focused on the Black/white color line; naturally, research on 

multiraciality has focused largely on Black-white mixed-race offspring (Romo 

2011). Furthermore, most of the limited research that is inclusive of multiracial 

Asian individuals has clumped them into a larger group under the heading 

“multiracial”. However, mixed-race individuals are a heterogeneous group with 

diverse social and psychological experiences (Hall and Turner 2001). Thus it is 

necessary to break out of the prevailing black/white paradigm of racial discourse 

and specifically examine this emergent population of multiracial Asian-

Americans. 

Chapter 2 will address the concept of racial identity and describe some 

key existing identity development models, including models that have sought to 

explain multiracial identity development. It will also present the concept of racial 

microaggressions, “subtle statements or behaviors, whether intentional or 

unintentional, which communicate hostile or denigrating messages towards 
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people of color” (Nadal 2011), and its importance for the discourse on multiracial 

identity. Chapter 3 will provide a discussion of issues associated with identity and 

social adjustment for multiracial Americans in general. This is to establish a base 

with which to compare and contrast the experiences of multiracial Asian 

Americans. Chapter 4 will provide a review and analysis of the literature on the 

identity formation of multiracial Asian Americans. Chapter 5 will discuss 

questions for further study that emerge from the analysis of existing studies. 

Furthermore, it will discuss the implications of existing research for the future of 

race and ethnic relations.  
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CHAPTER 2 

RACIAL IDENTITY AND MICROAGGRESSIONS 

Racial Identity 

In the social sciences, racial identity is primarily discussed as a social 

construction; rather than having a real genetic basis, racial identities are based in 

social definitions. From this perspective, racial identity refers to how “individuals 

experience themselves as a function of their racial categorization” (Chen, 

LePhuoc, Guzmán, Rude, and Dodd, 2006:464). It involves a sense of belonging 

to a group based on the belief in a common heritage (Helms 1993); this sense of 

belonging and affinity is also followed by the adoption of the beliefs, attitudes, 

and behaviors of the group (Casas and Pytluk 1995). Put another way, 

Rockquemore and Arend (2002) state that racial identity refers to “the subjective 

understanding of oneself as a racialized person, and the recognition that one is 

both similar to and different from other people” (pg.51).  

Rockquemore and Arend (2002) suggest that racial identities are derived 

from recognizing one’s otherness. Bauman (1993) argues that social identities 

are set up as dichotomies and that the notion of otherness is a key part of how 

societies create identity categories. In the case of racial identity, for example, 

being black or Asian in the U.S. means that one is “not-white”. Furthermore, 

racial identities are deeply impacted by the process of racial formation in society 

(Omi and Winant 1994). Various racial projects, which battle each other to 
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establish understandings of race and racial categories, determine the parameters 

for racial identification (Rockquemore and Arend 2002). For example, the 

application of the one-drop rule that considers individuals with any black ancestry 

as members of the black race has deeply impacted the ability of mixed-race 

black individuals to identify as anything other than black (Rockquemore and 

Arend 2002; Spickard 1991). Simply put, structural factors play a significant role 

in determining the rules of racial group membership which impacts individual 

racial identity.  

Models of Racial Identity Development 

 Racial identity development models were originally developed to 

understand and explain the experiences of Black Americans (Chávez and Guido-

DiBrito 1999; Chen et al. 2006). Cross’ (1971) model of psychological 

nigrescence outlines the way that a black individual progresses from a non-

Afrocentric to an Afrocentric identity. It is a stage model in which individuals 

move from a point in which they are largely unaware of race or reject their own 

culture and accept the norms of White society, toward a stage that is marked by 

an embracing of one’s black identity and a sense of commitment toward the 

black racial group.  

Janet Helms has been an influential figure in racial identity theorizing. 

Helms’ (1995) People of Color Racial Identity model outlines six different 

statuses: Conformity, Dissonance, Immersion, Emersion, Internalization, and 
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Integrative Awareness. Conformity involves rejection of one’s own racial group 

and a preference for White Americans. Dissonance involves ambivalence, 

confusion, or conflict about race. The immersion status is marked by a rejection 

of dominant culture. Emersion is characterized by feelings of solidarity with one’s 

own racial group. Internalization occurs when individuals have positively 

internalized their racial identity and are open to building relationships with whites 

and other groups. Integrative awareness is marked by a positive racial identity 

and the ability to see the commonalities that exist between one’s own group and 

other racial/ethnic groups. Although these statuses are formulated to reflect 

linear developmental progression, Helms proposes that these statuses are not 

mutually exclusive and people may display elements of more than one status.  

Models of Multiracial Identity Development 

The idea that monoracial identity development models may not be 

applicable to the multiracial population spurred the development of new models. 

Early theories regarding multiracial identity problematized the multiracial 

experience, emphasizing the conflict and tension-filled experience of holding a 

marginal social status. However, newer theories of multiracial identity 

development focus on the uniqueness of multiracial identities without viewing 

them as a problem, and outline the ability of multiracial individuals to develop 

healthy identities.  
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In Poston’s (1990) model of multiracial identity development, individuals 

pass through five stages of development. In the personal identity stage, children 

are not aware of their multiracial heritage. Choice of group categorization is when 

individuals experience social and familial pressure to choose an identity (i.e. 

majority or minority identity). Enmeshment/denial is marked by feelings of guilt 

and confusion for choosing one group over the other. During acceptance, 

individuals develop an appreciation for both of their identities. Integration, the 

point at which individuals achieve an integrated multiracial identity, is seen as 

being the healthiest outcome.  Kramer, Burke, and Charles (2015) call this and 

similar theories “stability-oriented racial identity theories” because they view a 

single, stable identity as the healthiest and most ideal endpoint of racial identity 

development. 

Kich’s (1992) model of biracial identity development is another linear stage 

model and also one of the few models that have been developed on multiracial 

Asians. Based on his research on Japanese-White individuals, his model posits 

three stages that biracial individuals progress through from childhood to 

adulthood. In the first stage (ages 3-10), one becomes aware of one’s 

differentness and experiences “dissonance between self-perceptions and others’ 

perceptions” (Kich 1992:305). This and feelings of not belonging leads an 

individual into the second stage (8 years to young adulthood), in which he/she 

builds relationships in the community and seeks belonging. It is also during this 

stage that one may begin to explore their background and identity, and come to 



23 
 

realize the limits of standard racial categories. Presented as an “ongoing and 

unfinished process”, the third stage (late adolescence or young adulthood) is one 

in which individuals come to value their cultural heritages, and accept and 

express themselves as a biracial person, independent of others’ judgments (Kich 

1992:316).  

Collins (2000) also developed a model of biracial identity development 

based on his study of Japanese-White individuals. His four stage model begins 

with Question and Confusion during which individuals develop awareness of their 

differentness. The constant question of “what are you?” in addition to being 

treated as outsiders by both of their racial groups contribute to feelings to 

isolation. The second stage, Refusal and Suppression, is marked by the search 

for self-definitions. In the process, individuals identify with one group and deny 

the other. As a result, in phase three, Infusion and Exploration, individuals feel 

confused and guilty for choosing one group over another. These feelings lead to 

an exploration of their other identity followed by attempts to integrate it. The final 

stage, Resolution and Acceptance, is marked by the individual fully embracing 

their biracial identity, valuing all of their racial/ethnic heritages.  

A limitation of some developmental models is the assumption that a 

multiracial identity is the ideal end state (Jackson 2006) and the fact that it does 

not allow for the possibility of multiple, shifting, and contextual identities (Tillman 

and Scheurich 2013). While Poston (1990) and Kich (1992) assumed a linear 
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stage process, a viewpoint on multiracial identity development that has become 

more favored in recent scholarship is that multiracial identity formation is fluid 

and is contextually and situationally based (e.g. Miville, Constantine, Baysden, 

and So-Lloyd 2005; Root 1996, 1998). Root (1996, 1998) suggests that 

multiracial individuals often engage in “border crossing” in various ways. Firstly, 

individuals have the ability to have both feet in both of their racial groups; they 

can be immersed in two different cultures simultaneously. Secondly, individuals 

may hold a situational identity where they shift their racial identity according to 

social context. Thirdly, an individual may sit on the border, i.e. choose to identify 

as multiracial. Lastly, an individual may “make their central home within one 

racial or ethnic group for an extended period of time and make forays into other 

camps from time to time" (Root 1996:xxii). Her ecological model of multiracial 

identity development takes into consideration important factors such as gender, 

class, regional history of race relations, inherited influences (e.g. family identity), 

traits (i.e. personality), and social environment (e.g. home, friends), in shaping 

identity experiences. Root’s model is significant in that it recognizes that, rather 

than there being an endpoint of identity, there are multiple healthy identity 

outcomes and a healthy racial identity can have a situational and changing 

nature throughout the lifespan.  

Two oft-cited models that reflect Root’s (1996, 1998) ideas of biracial 

identity development are those of Renn (2008) and Rockquemore and Brunsma 

(2002). Renn (2008) identified five identity patterns for multiracial college 
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students: 1) Monoracial identity 2) Multiple monoracial identities, involving 

situational shifting 3) Multiracial identity 4) Extraracial identity by opting out of 

identification with a race altogether, and 5) Situational identity, identifying in 

various ways based on social context. Rockquemore and Brunsma (2002) detect 

similar patterns in their study on racial identities of individuals with one black and 

one white parent. A singular identity is a monoracial identity. A border identity is 

essentially a biracial identity. A protean identity is one in which the individual 

fluidly moves between two different racial identities. A transcendent identity is a 

raceless identity. Like Root (1996), Renn (2008) and Rockquemore and Brunsma 

(2002) consider multiracial identity in terms of an ecology model, which suggests 

that racial identification is a non-linear, dynamic and fluid process, and focuses 

on the contextual influences surrounding identity. This approach recognizes the 

significant impact of various factors on identity formation and provides a 

framework for exploring the multiracial identity experience in more depth. 

Racial Microaggressions  

A valuable means of examining multiracial identity experiences is through 

the concept of racial microaggressions. In recent years, research on prejudice 

and discrimination has shifted to focus on more subtle and even unintentional 

manifestations of racism. The term “racial microaggression” has been used by 

some scholars to describe this newer form of racism. First coined by Chester 

Pierce in the 1970s, and also rooted in the work of Dovidio and Gaertner (1986) 
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(i.e. “aversive racism”), microaggressions are “brief and commonplace daily 

verbal, behavioral and environmental indignities, whether intentional or 

unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory or negative racial slights and 

insults toward people of color” (Sue, Capodilupo, Torino, Bucceri, Holder, Nadal, 

and Esquilin 2007:271). In other words, they are covert insults that people of 

color encounter on a daily basis. These exchanges are often subtle “put downs” 

(Pierce, Carew, Pierce-Gonzalez, and Willis, 1978:66) that are so automatic in 

nature that they are often overlooked and dismissed as harmless (Sue, Bucceri, 

Lin, Nadal, and Torino 2007). Perpetrators of microaggressions are often well-

intentioned individuals who are unaware of the subtle offensive messages being 

communicated, and thus are able to engage in microaggressions without guilt 

(Sue 2003).  

Sue, Capodilupo et al. (2007) have proposed a taxonomy of racial 

microaggressions which includes three general classifications: microassault, 

microinsult, and microinvalidation. Microassaults are explicit and intentional 

discriminatory actions (e.g. calling someone a “Chink”). Microinsults are “actions 

or remarks that convey rudeness, insensitivity, or demean a person’s racial 

identity or heritage” (e.g. A black couple being ignored at a restaurant, asking a 

student of color how he/she got into the school, implying he/she may have 

benefitted from affirmative action) (DeAngelis 2009). Microinvalidations are 

actions that “exclude, negate or nullify the thoughts, feelings, or experiential 

reality of a person of color” (Sue, Capodilupo, et al. 2007). Asking an Asian or 
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Latino individual where they are from or complimenting them for speaking good 

English are microinvalidations because they communicate the message that they 

are foreigners in their own country.  

Microaggressions have significant consequences for marginalized groups 

(Sue 2010). The subtle and almost invisible nature of microinsults and 

microinvalidations is what potentially makes them more harmful to people of color 

than overt acts of racism; victims of racial microaggressions feel insulted, yet are 

often left wondering why, and because perpetrators are unaware of their biased 

acts, confrontation (likely to be met with denial) is a risky move (Sue 2010). The 

uncertainty of the insult can take a psychological toll on the victims as they are 

often left to question what actually occurred (Huynh 2012; Sue 2010).  

Studies have shown that racial microaggressions have a significant impact 

on the mental health and well-being of people of color (e.g. McCabe 2009; Smith, 

Allen, and Danley 2007; Solórzano, Ceja, and Yosso 2000; Sue, Capodilupo, and 

Holder 2008; Sue, Nadal, Capodilupo, Lin, Torino, and Rivera 2008; Yosso, 

Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano 2009). Microaggressions that take place in college 

environments like racial jokes (Yosso et al. 2009), exoticization (McCabe 2009), 

and treating black men as threatening (e.g. calling security to make sure black 

students are not causing trouble) (McCabe 2009; Smith et al. 2007; Solórzano et 

al. 2000) have been found to leave students with feelings of self-doubt, 

frustration, and isolation. Microaggressions based on negative assumptions 
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about intelligence or trustworthiness in academic and social spaces burden 

people of color with the pressure to represent their group in a positive way (Sue 

et al. 2008) and to avoid reaffirming racialized assumptions (Solórzano et al. 

2000; Yosso et al. 2009). College students have been found to be excluded from 

the benefits of collaborative study (Solórzano et al. 2000; Yosso et al. 2009); this 

and similar types of microaggressions based on assumptions about academic 

ability put college students at the risk of stereotype threat (i.e. risk of confirming a 

negative stereotype about one's social group), which can negatively impact 

academic performance (Solórzano et al. 2000). 

Although not extensive, scholarship is growing on microaggressions 

among the Asian American population. Sue, Bucceri et al. (2007) found that most 

of their Asian Americans participants had unpleasant encounters with 

microaggressions. Being asked where they were born or being told that they 

spoke good English made them feel like foreigners who were not real Americans. 

Assumptions of their being smart created pressure to conform to a stereotype 

that was not necessarily true. These and other experiences, such as receiving 

second class treatment or assumptions of Asian women being subservient 

sexual partners, left them feeling trapped, frustrated, angry, belittled, alienated, 

and invalidated. The inability to determine whether a microaggression actually 

occurred (often resulting in a failure to respond), and the challenge of confronting 

perpetrators without being met with denial and accusations of paranoia only 

added to the emotional turmoil. In their two week experiment, Ong, Burrow, 
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Fuller-Rowell, Ja, and Sue (2013) found that many of their Asian American 

participants experienced similar racial microaggressions (e.g. foreigner in own 

land, exoticization). Individuals who experienced more microaggressions 

reported higher negative affect (e.g. angry, irritated, sad) and somatic symptoms 

(e.g. headaches, poor appetite). Similarly, Huynh (2012) found that Asian 

American and Latino adolescents who experienced microaggressions displayed 

somatic and depressive symptoms in addition to negative emotions. Tran and 

Lee’s (2014) laboratory-based study suggests that microinvalidations can also be 

interpersonally damaging for Asian Americans. They focus on “exceptionalizing 

stereotypes” which are actions that are “framed as interpersonally complimentary 

but communicates and perpetuates negative stereotypical views of a racial/ethnic 

group” (Tran and Lee, 2014:484). Those who encountered the exceptionalizing 

stereotype of “You speak English well for an Asian” negatively appraised their 

interaction partner and experience, and expressed significantly less desire to 

continue the interaction. Those who encountered the more subtle comment of 

“You speak English well” did not rate their interaction partner or experience 

negatively but did seem less willing to continue the interaction. Tran and Lee 

suggest that exceptionalizing stereotypes may contribute to interpersonal stress 

and also contribute to negative racial attitudes and interracial conflict. 
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Racial Microaggressions and Multiracials 

 Although there is not a lot of scholarly work on multiracial people’s 

experiences with racism or discrimination (Johnston and Nadal 2010), studies 

have found that multiracial individuals do experience overt forms of racial 

discrimination (e.g. Jackson 2007; Pew Research Center 2015; Townsend, 

Markus, and Bergsicker 2009) and have experiences of social isolation and 

exclusion (Brown 1995; Kerwin and Ponterotto 1995).  While the literature on 

racial microaggressions continues to grow, it has failed to recognize the 

experiences of the multiracial population (Johnston and Nadal 2010; Nadal, 

Sriken, Davidoff, Wong, and McLean 2013). To address this gap, Johnston and 

Nadal (2010) proposed a theoretical taxonomy with five general categories of 

microaggressions that multiracial individuals experience. Exclusion or isolation 

refers to instances when someone is excluded or isolated based on their mixed 

race. Exoticization and objectification occurs when a multiracial person feels 

objectified. Assumption of monoracial or mistaken identity occurs when a 

multiracial person is assumed to be monoracial or mistaken to be a member of a 

different racial group. Denial of multiracial reality occurs when a multiracial 

person’s experiences are negated by monoracial people. Pathologizing of identity 

and experiences refers to instances when a multiracial is stereotyped as 

abnormal. 
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 Nadal, Wong, Griffin, Sriken, Vargas, Wideman, and Kolawole (2011) find 

that multiracial individuals do experience microaggressions that correspond to 

Johnston and Nadal’s (2010) taxonomy. Individuals reported microaggressions 

such as being questioned whether they were authentically part of one of their 

racial groups (exclusion/isolation), being constantly asked “what are you” 

(exoticization/objectification), and being mistaken to be monoracial or a member 

of a completely different racial group. One new category that emerged from the 

study is microaggressions based on racial stereotypes which refer to 

microaggressions based on one of their racial groups (e.g. Asian/White mixed-

race individual being assumed to be a foreigner or good at math). In the same 

study and another by Nadal et al. (2013), multiracial individuals also reported 

experiencing microaggressions within their families; this is a finding that is unique 

to the multiracial population. For example, some individuals reported 

experiencing favoritism in her family (i.e. being less favored in relation to 

monoracial/light-skinned relatives).   

These few studies and previous literature on the multiracial experience 

support that multiracial individuals experience microaggressions. This framework 

on microaggressions presents a different way to view and analyze the multiracial 

experience. Just as the experience of microaggressions varies by monoracial 

group (e.g. Black and Asian individuals experience different types of 

microaggressions), the multiracial experience of microaggressions is potentially 

unique and requires scholarly attention. Of great significance is the idea that 
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microaggressions may influence multiracial individual’s identity development 

(Johnston and Nadal 2010). As aforementioned, the ecological approach to 

multiracial identity development proposes that identity construction is an active, 

fluid process, and that there are various identity patterns for multiracial 

individuals. It may be possible that multiracial individuals choose their identities 

as a response to the microaggressions that they regularly experience (Johnston 

and Nadal 2010). Analyzing the identity experiences of multiracial individuals 

through the lens of microaggressions may offer us new way of investigating and 

discussing how identity is shaped among this population.   
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Chapter 3 

MULTIRACIAL IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 

In the United States, the multiracial population gained significant visibility 

and recognition following the Census change in the year 2000. In 2008, about 

2.2% of Americans identified themselves as multiracial (i.e. American Community 

Survey) (Lee and Bean 2010). By the year 2050, one in five Americans is 

estimated to identify as multiracial (Farley 2001). Although multiraciality is not a 

new phenomenon in the United States, the way that multiracial identity has been 

studied has changed in recent decades with the realization that multiracial 

identity is complex and dynamic.  

 This chapter will present the essential themes in racial identity 

development among multiracial individuals, the various identity issues that 

multiracial individuals commonly face, and the social and psychological 

outcomes associated with multiracial people through an overview and synthesis 

of the literature.  Before discussing these issues, it is necessary to address how 

multiracial is typically defined (assuming that race is socially constructed). One 

way that race can be operationalized is to rely on socially constructed categories 

such as government-created definitions (e.g. census categories) (Shih and 

Sanchez 2009). For example, a person may be considered multiracial if he or 

she chooses to check off membership in more than one of the six census racial 

categories (including “Some Other Race”). Another way multiracial can be 
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defined is to reply on individual self-definitions (Shih and Sanchez 2009). Rather 

than choosing from a set of categories, multiracial individuals may choose to 

identify themselves however they desire (e.g. self-identify as multiracial). Overall, 

the term multiracial refers to people who identify with more than one racial group. 

The studies surveyed here utilize this definition.  

Family 

 Parents often play a significant role in the racial identity process of their 

children (Qian 2004). Studies reveal that families both shape and challenge the 

racial identities of multiracial individuals. Particularly in childhood but even as 

multiracial individuals age, family members are primary agents of socialization. 

“Racial socialization is the process by which parents teach their children about 

race as it relates to their social status in society, membership in racial groups, 

and interactions with members in- and outside of their racial groups” (Csizmadia, 

Brunsma, and Cooney 2011:38). Though everyone experiences some type of 

racial socialization while growing up, for interracial families, racial socialization is 

a more complex issue. Parents bring a diversity of racial identities, experiences, 

and ideologies that may lead to different ideas about how to racially socialize 

their children (Rockquemore, Laszloffy, and Noveske 2006). Furthermore, not 

only do multiracial children rarely have a parent who can fully understand their 

racial experience, but there is no comprehensive understanding of the mixed-

race experience that can be used to guide healthy racial socialization of 
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multiracial children (Rockquemore et al. 2006). While there has been a lack of 

systematic investigation of how interracial families racially socialize their children 

and the impact of racial socialization on identity development (Rockquemore et 

al. 2006), various studies provide clues as to how families may influence racial 

identity for multiracial individuals.  

The way that parents identify their young children is one area that has 

been explored and is considered important because the way that parents identify 

their children provides a solid foundation that may shape the future identities of 

mixed-race people (Qian 2004). In the Pew Research Center’s (2015) study, 

almost half of the individuals with a mixed-race background who do not consider 

themselves to be “multiracial” indicated that their monoracial family upbringing is 

one of the reasons that they do not identify as multiracial. On the other hand, 

Kerwin, Ponterotto, Jackson, and Harris (1993) found that black/white children 

created their own categories (i.e. “mixed”, “tan”, “brown”, “coffee and cream”) 

when the parents had not brought up the use of labels. In Jacobs’ (1992) 

interviews with biracial children, almost all of the children who had been given 

biracial labels by their parents also described themselves as biracial, usually 

using the same words that the parents used in their interviews to identify their 

children. Together, these findings provide support for the idea that parents have 

the potential to affect the way that their children identify themselves.  

Studies have identified various factors that influence what racial identity is 

instilled by a multiracial child’s parent(s), though findings are not always 
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consistent. Qian (2004) and Brunsma (2005) found that children’s race/ethnicity 

tends to be identified with that of the father. For example, if a black-white child’s 

father is black, the child is more likely to be identified as black, as opposed to 

white or multiracial. The fact that a father’s racial identification is a stronger 

predictor of the children’s racial identification may partially have to do with the 

patrilineal passing on of surnames (Lee and Bean 2010; Qian 2004). However, in 

her study on multiracial parents and children, Bratter (2007) found that even 

when the father was multiracial, if the spouse was either black or Asian, the 

father’s multiracial identity was less likely to be transmitted to the child. The racial 

identity of the parents also influences how a child is identified. If a minority 

spouse has part white ancestry, this makes it less likely that the child will be 

identified as a minority race (Qian 2004). Couples who have ancestries in 

common have been found to be more likely to identify their children with shared 

identity (Qian 2004) and less likely to identify their child with multiple races 

(Bratter 2007). For example, families with overlapping white racial backgrounds 

have shown tendencies to identify their children as white (Bratter 2007).  

Two particularly important patterns emerge from this literature. Firstly, 

many parents identify their mixed-race children as monoracial, and even defy the 

norms of hypodescent by identifying partially white multiracial children as white. 

Interracial couples who were interviewed by Lee and Bean (2010) said that, while 

they acknowledge their children’s multiracial background, they and their children 

do not necessarily identify multiracially in their everyday lives. While some 
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parents (Asian-white and Latino-white parents) asserted that they do try to instill 

a multiracial identity in their children, they express that they expect their children 

to identify as white as they grow older. Other parents simply perceived and 

identified their children as white or American. These types of cases seem to 

indicate that families may serve as a site for socializing multiracial individuals into 

monoracial identities. Secondly, the norm of hypodescent still seems to impact 

families with a black spouse; children of black-white interracial couples are least 

likely to be identified as white (Bratter 2007; Lee and Bean 2010). On the other 

hand, children of Asian-white couples have been found to be more likely to be 

identified as white (Qian 2004). An important question that arises from these 

patterns is whether, despite new options for multiracial identification, racially 

mixed individuals will continue to be pushed or pulled into the larger structure of 

monoracial categories (Bratter 2007). Another question that emerges is whether 

only non-black interracial couples are able to successfully transmit a white 

identity to their multiracial children.  

Family relationships seem to play a significant role in how multiracial 

individuals identify. Miville et al. (2005) found that their multiracial participants 

identified most strongly with the racial-ethnic label of the parent to whom they 

were closest or whom they viewed as dominant in the family, even if that was the 

mother. Extended family appears to matter as well. The Pew Research Center 

(2015) found that overall, biracial adults tend to have more contact with relatives 

from one of racial groups that they belong to than they do with the other. This 
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seems to have consequences for identity- in the same survey, among adults with 

a multiracial background who do not consider themselves to be multiracial, 34% 

cite not knowing family members or ancestors who were of a different race as 

one of the reasons that they do not identify as multiracial. Participants from 

Miville et al.’s study (2005) indicated that having a close relationship to relatives 

helped them to identify with that part of their heritage. In the same way, a lack of 

a relationship with relatives (i.e. little interaction) gave participants little exposure 

to that part of their cultural background. Similarily, Romo’s (2011) biracial 

“Blaxican” participants indicated that their current identities were a culmination of 

their exposure to Mexican culture (e.g. Spanish language, quinceanera) and 

Black culture (e.g. Baptist religion, African dance) through their families. For 

example, one participant expressed that, even though he does not deny his black 

identity, growing up around his Mexican family more than his Black family caused 

him to identify primarily with the Mexican culture. Many multiracial individuals 

also face pressure from their families to identify with one group or the other for 

reasons such as expressing loyalty (Gibbs and Hines 1992; Sebring 1985) or 

protecting oneself from discrimination (i.e. identifying with the group least 

susceptible to discrimination) (Romo 2011). 

Cultural knowledge of one’s various heritage groups is largely connected 

to one’s family life. The significance of cultural knowledge on identity choices 

among multiracial people is a recurring theme in the literature. Cultural 

knowledge often serves as a mechanism for including and excluding people from 
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certain groups. This is especially true for multiracial individuals. Cultural 

competency such as language fluency or a display of values and behavior 

affiliated with a particular culture are used as a measurement of authenticity. 

Renn’s (2004) multiracial college student participants reported that 

speaking Spanish or an Asian language, or listening to certain kinds of music 

worked to give them access to a community of students of color. Lee and Bean 

(2010) received similar responses in their interviews- one Latino multiracial male 

shared that he was able to join in his college’s Latin American club because he 

was able to speak Spanish. Similarly, Romo’s (2011) Blaxican respondents were 

evaluated by their Black and Mexican peers partially based on the extent to 

which they could speak Spanish and other cultural standards such as familiarity 

with hip hop culture. Not only are multiracial people held to cultural requirements 

by others, but multiracial individuals themselves also tend to judge their own 

membership within a particular group through cultural knowledge and practices. 

This is evidenced in the narratives of mixed-race women in Storrs’ (2006) study 

which reveal that mixed-race women define how ethnic they are by their 

consumption of ethnic foods, celebration of particular holidays, knowledge of a 

group’s history, and the use of various cultural features such as cultural music, 

clothing, and games. For example, a Native American-White woman expressed 

that she lacked in “Indianness” in comparison to her Native American husband 

because of her lack of cultural knowledge (e.g. Indian dances, Indian beliefs). 

The literature seems to indicate that multiracial people often accept the traditional 
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(and narrow) forms of cultural expression and attempt to assert their authenticity 

through these cultural expressions.  

As discussed earlier, there are many times that multiracial individuals lack 

access to cultural practices and meanings. For immigrant families, this is 

sometimes due to parent’s attempts to assimilate and be “American” (Storrs 

2006).  In the absence of a family that provides cultural knowledge of their 

backgrounds, multiracial individuals often intentionally pursue other ways to learn 

about their heritages. They may do this through studying abroad, participating in 

cocurricular activites aimed learning more about their culture (Renn 2004), taking 

courses (Renn 2004; Storrs 2006), and spending time with people who are able 

to teach them about their traditional cultural practices (Storrs 2006). These efforts 

to make a cultural connection seem to signify the desire to fit into and belong to a 

community. Multiracial people often indicate their desires to belong and the 

challenge of being different (Miville et al. 2005; Storrs 2006). Constant 

encounters with the “What are you?” question often leave multiracial individuals 

feeling like they do not quite fit in any group. Thus, cultural knowledge and 

practices can help multiracial individuals to feel a sense of belonging to a racial 

culture, rather than being left to feel racially alienated.  

Identity Constraints  

One element that comes up repeatedly as something that contributes to 

identity constraint is physical appearance. Phenotype is one factor that affects 
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how multiracial individuals are perceived and treated by society, thus making it a 

variable that indirectly shapes their racial identity. Several studies point to the 

issue of how multiracial individuals’ identity choices may be constrained by how 

others interpret their appearance (e.g. Doyle and Kao 2007; Herman 2004, 2010; 

Renn 2004; Root 2003; Wallace 2003). Skin color is part of the process that 

informs individuals’ choice of identity (Romo 2011). When the Pew Research 

Center’s (2015) survey asked individuals with a mixed race background who do 

not identify as multiracial why they do not identify as multiracial, 47% of 

participants replied that it was due to looking like one race. Questions of 

authenticity, legitimacy, and fitting in are often unavoidable for multiracial 

individuals as they encounter others who are regularly using the multiracial 

individuals’ physical appearance to judge whether they are welcome in a given 

context (Renn 2004; Romo 2011). Respondents from Romo’s (2011) qualitative 

study on “Blaxican” (Black-Mexican) identity expressed the difficulty of asserting 

a Blaxican identity due to people’s reluctance to accept them as either Black or 

Mexican; when participants’ physical appearance did not fit the normative image 

of Blacks and Mexicans, their racial and ethnic authenticity was questioned.  

They were neither Black nor Mexican “enough”. One result of this process is that 

people may ultimately succumb to accepting the identity that society assigns 

them (Renn 2004). 

Studies indicate that the power of external ascription is especially felt by 

Black multiracial individuals (Lee and Bean 2010; Romo 2011). A quarter of all 
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multiracial adults from the Pew Research Center’s (2015) study reported that 

others are “often or sometimes confused about their racial background” and 

many of those individuals expressed the feelings of annoyance that assumptions 

about their race have brought. However, the consequences of others’ 

perceptions go far beyond feeling annoyed, particularly for multiracial blacks. 

Many multiracial blacks feel constrained in their choice of racial or ethnic 

identification because others automatically perceive them as black (Lee and 

Bean 2010). Some individuals identify as monoracially black because of this 

reason.  

“I feel if somebody if somebody is going to look at me, they’re not going to 

think I’m white so I put black…I mean, I know that I’m mixed, but if it were 

to come up, and it were to be a choice, one or the other, I would say I’m 

black.” (Lee & Bean 2007:573) 

Herman’s (2010) study found that part-black youth are more likely to be seen as 

black by observers. Furthermore, they are more likely to define themselves as 

black when forced to choose a single race. Although there was no empirical 

evidence of a direct connection, Herman suggests that is likely that part-black 

multiracial individuals identify as black because they are seen and treated as 

black by others. Khanna (2011) found that 11 of her 40 multiracial participants 

identified more strongly with Black than White partially because they believed 

that others (both whites and blacks) viewed and treated them as Black. Even 

those with a more white appearance were labeled and treated as black once 
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individuals became aware of their black ancestry. Similarly, Townsend et al. 

(2009) found that many of their mixed-race college student participants often 

experienced identity denial (Cheryan and Monin 2005) in situations in which they 

had been misperceived by others; they felt pressured to identify as monoracial 

due to the way others commented on their appearance. Black-White interracial 

couples are also often likely to identify their children as black because they feel 

that others would not accept their choice if they tried to identify their children as 

white (Lee and Bean 2010). Although there are many instances when a nonblack 

identity is chosen by a multiracial individual, it is not easily accepted by others 

(Lee and Bean 2010; Romo 2011). This tendency to ascribe a black identity to 

multiracial blacks and the tendency to accept that ascription may partially be due 

to legacy of the hypodescent law (i.e. “one-drop rule”) that asserts that any 

person with black heritage should be considered black (Csizmadia et al. 2011; 

Lee and Bean 2010; Townsend et al. 2009).  

However, the extent to which identity choices may be limited for multiracial 

individuals varies from group to group (Xie and Goyette 1997; Doyle and Kao 

2007). The Pew Research Center’s (2015) study found that multiracial black 

individuals are the most likely to express that they have felt pressure to identify 

as single race. Although this survey did not ask participants with which race they 

felt pressured to identify, past work has indicated that multiracial black individuals 

are often pressured to identify as black. Lee and Bean (2010) found that, in 

comparison to multiracial blacks, multiracial Asian-whites and Latino-whites felt 
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less constrained in their racial options. Asian-white and Latino-white individuals’ 

choices of a multiracial identity were more readily accepted than the multiracial 

identities for black-white individuals (Lee and Bean 2010). Multiracial Asians and 

Latinos are also ascribed white identities more frequently than multiracial blacks, 

affecting the way that they self-identify; Lee and Bean found that the external 

ascription of a white identity may encourage one to self-identity as white. The 

Pew Research Center’s (2015) study somewhat confirms these findings- it found 

that while most multiracial black adults (i.e. white/black, black/American-Indian, 

white/black/American-Indian) state that they are perceived to be black by others, 

among the white-Asian and white-American-Indian participants, there were more 

individuals who indicated that they are perceived as white than those who felt 

they are perceived as their other race or “multiracial”.  This may also explain the 

Pew Research Center’s (2015) findings that biracial white-black generally feel 

more accepted by and more in common with black people than by white, while 

there is a much higher percentage of white-Asian adults who feel accepted by 

and more in common with white people-as the literature on the multiracial 

population indicates, phenotype often seems to facilitate acceptance by a 

particular group.  

Though phenotype (i.e. Asian and Latino multiracials looking more white) 

may have something to do with all of this, it may have more to do with the fact 

that most Americans are much more aware of identifying black ancestry in a way 

that has typically not been applied to Asian and Latino ancestries (Lee and Bean, 
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2010). Historically, multiracial blacks have been held to the “one-drop rule” 

whereby an individual with any African ancestry has traditionally been 

categorized as black (Hollinger 2003). This is an example of “forced inclusion”- 

people do not only experience group exclusion, but they may also be kept within 

a group by being categorized or labeled in a certain way by others (Hickman 

1998). This may result in a discord between one’s own sense of identity and 

other’s perceptions and ascription of their identity. Ultimately, mixed-race people 

may feel pressured to identify themselves in the way that others identify them 

(i.e. monoracially) (Song 2003). This once again shows that how multiracial 

people identify is highly dependent on those around them who are receptive to or 

challenge their identity choices.  

Although there is evidence for multiracial blacks often identifying as black, 

there is also evidence for variation in how they self-identify. Rockquemore and 

Arend (2002) found that the majority of their black-white participants identified, 

not as black, but as biracial. Less numbers of individuals identified as white or 

black, and there were also individuals who avoided any racial designation, and 

those who shifted between their black, white, and biracial identities. 

Rockquemore and Arend state that this variation suggests a small shift in the 

application of the one-drop rule. Their case studies of two individuals who held a 

white identity points to the importance of some of the factors that have already 

been discussed such as physical appearance and cultural knowledge, in addition 

to social class. A lack of contact with the black community and social position in 
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upper middle class families contributed to feelings of disconnect and 

differentness from black people, while giving them access to white middle class 

cultural capital. However, as shown in other studies, the constraint of physical 

appearance still exists-although both of the participants held a white identity, due 

to her appearance, one of the participants experiences only partial acceptance 

among whites. Rockquemore and Arend argue that their overall findings suggest 

a developing pattern consistent with the formation of a tri-racial hierarchy in 

which most multiracial individuals will create the “buffer class” of “honorary 

whites” who are culturally white but limited by their phenotype.  

Lee and Bean’s (2007) study also points to the significance of social class. 

As discussed earlier in the chapter, cultural competency is often used as a 

measurement of authenticity. In a similar fashion, multiracial black individuals 

who display white middle class behavior, speech, and dress were accused of 

“not being black enough” or of “acting white”. Lee and Bean use President 

Obama as a prime example of someone whose black identity is continuously 

questioned due to his highly educated, professional, upper-middle-class status 

and lack of the class experience that is typically associated with the black 

community. Ideas about “blackness” continue to contribute to the exclusion of 

blacks by the black community. However, Lee and Bean’s participants say that 

they are still more readily accepted by the black community than the nonblack 

ones and also feel closer to blacks than to nonblacks, which is consistent with 

other research.  
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As indicated by the literature reviewed thus far, the social invalidation of 

identity that occurs in both family and other social contexts is one of the most 

challenging issues that multiracial people face. Being perceived as monoracial 

and pressured to identify as monoracial is part of this common problem. 

Remedios and Chasteen’s (2013) study revealed that multiracial people highly 

value others’ accuracy about their race. Encountering people who correctly 

identified the components of their race led multiracial individuals to report more 

positive views regarding and interest in those social interactions. Remedios and 

Chasteen suggest that this is the case because people who provide accurate 

identifications verify multiracial people’s own self-perceptions to be true. Yet, the 

challenge of being seen and feeling pressured to identify in a way that is counter 

to how mixed-race people perceive themselves (e.g. monoracially) is a consistent 

theme in the literature.  

An additional challenge that the literature brings to light are encounters 

with discrimination (e.g. Herman 2004; Miville et al. 2005; Shih and Sanchez 

2005; Townsend et al. 2009). According to the Pew Research Center (2015), 

multiracial people are not exempt from experiences of discrimination such as 

racial slurs, poor service, and unfair treatment by employers. However, as found 

with the limitation of identity choices, the experience of multiracial black 

individuals seems to be unique. The study finds that multiracial adults who are 

part black are signficantly more likely than those who are white-Asian or white-

American Indian to report they have experienced racial discrimination. These 
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findings seem to suggest that many multiracial black individuals have similar 

experiences of discrimination to monoracial blacks due to being perceived as 

black. Similarly, multiracial adults who are perceived as white generally report 

similar rates of discrimination to monoracial whites (Pew Research Center 2015). 

Lee and Bean (2007) argue that racist treatment of young multiracial black men 

by law enforcement (i.e. treating them with suspicion and threat) may impact how 

they identify. All their black multiracial male participants recalled negative 

encounters with police; these encounters seem to have led black multiracial men 

to feel more black because they are treated in the same way as monoracial black 

males and may ultimately shape their choice of identities (Lee and Bean 2007).  

“It wasn’t until college until I began to be exposed to ideas of institutional 

racism, institutional oppression, that I began to realize actually I don’t get 

the benefit from white privilege, and that people, no matter how I see 

myself, at the end of the day I’m still black.” 

-White and black biracial man, age 25 (Pew Research Center 2015) 

Khanna’s (2011) findings also indicate that discrimination is a significant factor 

that shapes identity. 62.5% of the study’s participants mentioned experiences of 

discrimination at their black backgrounds such as racial slurs, racial profiling, and 

physical intimidation. These encounters with discrimination functioned as 

consistent reminders that they were perceived as black and pushed them away 

from identifying as white.  
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Another type of racism that has been brought up in the literature are 

instances of what Miville et. al (2005) call “multiracial racism”  which include 

those experiences in which individuals are made to feel that their existence is not 

quite normal whether it is constantly being asked the “What are you?” question or 

being excluded from their component racial/ethnic groups. Moreover, mixed-race 

individuals often face further racism at the institutional level when they are only 

allowed to check a single box on various forms and applications. Multiracial 

people report feeling confused and frustrated when encountering forms (e.g. 

school applications, national surveys) that give them the option to mark a single 

race only (Herman 2004; Miville 2005; Townsend et al. 2009). 

Adapting  

In the face of the unique challenges that they face, particularly with fitting 

in and finding a sense of belonging, multiracial people often seem to adapt to the 

situations that they find themselves in by being flexible with their racial identity. 

Rather than taking an either/or approach to racial identity, many multiracial 

individuals develop the ability to adapt to various contexts by shifting between 

different racial identities (Miville et al. 2005; Romo 2011; Shih and Sanchez 

2005). Sanchez, Shih, and Garcia (2009) refer to this is “malleable racial 

identification”. Identity tends to be fluid for these multiracial individuals and they 

may take on the identity that is most appropriate and convenient for them in a 

particular situation. For example, individuals may identify in varying ways when 

filling out different types of forms in order to reap benefits (e.g. scholarships) 
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(Miville et al. 2005). Other times, a particular identity is taken on temporarily in 

order to fit in and be accepted in their family, peer, and community groups (Kich 

1992; Miville et al. 2005). Negative encounters that demean a part of their 

ancestry may activate defensive feelings that make a certain identity more salient 

momentarily (Khanna 2011). Harris and Sim (2002) examined patterns of racial 

classification using the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add 

Health) data by comparing responses from in-school and in-home surveys. They 

found that, overall, about 12% of all adolescents provided inconsistent responses 

to the questions on race depending on whether they were asked at school or at 

home. Furthermore, the percentage of youth who are multiracial varied from 

3.6% to 6.8% depending on the location at which they were asked the question. 

This study, like the others, highlights both racial fluidity and the impact of different 

contexts on racial identification.  

The concepts of “situational ethnicity” and “symbolic ethnicity” are often 

applied to multiracial individuals who are able to be flexible with their racial 

identity (Doyle and Kao 2007). Situational ethnicity refers to ethnic identity 

switching-people choose to declare different identities depending on the context 

(Doyle and Kao 2007; Okamura 1981; Renn 2000) while symbolic ethnicity is an 

ethnic identity that has no significant consequences for an individual and is 

available to an individual as an option (Gans 1979; Waters 1990). Kich (1992) 

refers to this “chameleon ability” (changing one’s self-expression to fit in) as 

“passing”. The ability to identify with and also distance oneself from different 
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parts of one’s identity is also referred to as “race-switching” (Wilton, Sanchez, 

and Garcia 2013). While physical appearance can limit identity options for some 

multiracial individuals, the ambiguous appearance that some multiracial people 

have may be able to can make racial lines more permeable; this may be why 

situational and symbolic ethnicities are available for some groups more than 

others (Doyle and Kao 2007).   

Racial fluidity for multiracial individuals is also demonstrated in the 

phenomenon of racial identification changing over time (Doyle & Kao, 2007; 

Hitlin, Brown, and Elder 2006). Doyle and Kao (2007), unlike Harris and Sim 

(2002), address the question of identity shift over time using the Add Health data. 

Having analyzed two different waves of the Add Health data, they concluded that 

racial identity for multiracial individuals is “unstable”. About 41% of the black-

white and 45% of the Asian-white subgroups at Wave 1 self-reported a different 

racial identification at Wave 3.  Native-American-white individuals show even 

more inconsistency, with only 19% reporting the same race at both waves. The 

data also indicated that people who initially identified as monoracial switched to a 

multiracial identification (e.g. AsianAsian-White). This was especially true for 

Native-Americans. While this study cannot conclude that these identity changes 

will continue throughout the life course, the results do indicate that racial 

identities are not static and are susceptible to change. The Pew Research 

Center’s (2015) study supports this pattern- many multiracial Americans indicate 

that they have changed how they viewed their racial identity over their life course. 
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For example, about 29% who now report more than one race say they used to 

identify as monoracial. In the same way, about 29% reported that, while they 

once viewed themselves as multiracial, they now see themselves as one race.  

 Though these various studies indicate that racial identities for multiracial 

people can be fluid and dependent on context, they also indicate differences 

among various multiracial subgroups. In accordance with many other studies 

regarding the importance of appearance, Doyle and Kao’s analysis indicates that 

phenotype plays a significant role in one’s “degree of passability” (Doyle and Kao 

2007). As previously discussed, partly due to phenotype, Asian-white and Latino-

white individuals are less constrained in their racial options, relative to black 

multiracial individuals (Doyle and Kao 2007; Lee and Bean 2010; Xie and 

Goyette 1997). Studies indicate a similar pattern for Native American-whites (e.g. 

Doyle and Kao 2007; Harris and Sim 2002). In particular, the fact that many 

Native American-whites are able to identify as white may suggest that racial 

boundaries are more permeable for this group than for other multiracial groups, 

perhaps due to their ambiguous phenotype (Doyle and Kao 2007). Some 

scholars propose that a Native American identity may often be of a symbolic 

nature and that this may account for the extreme fluctuations in the Census 

counts of Native Americans (Doyle and Kao 2007; Eschbach 1995; Harris 1994; 

Lee and Bean 2010; Nagel 1995) and for the pattern of large numbers of 

multiracial Native Americans who have displayed the tendency to shift identities 

and often identify as white (Doyle and Kao 2007; Harris and Sim 2002).  
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Social/Psychological Disadvantages 

As summarized in chapter 1, the theories of multiracial identity within the 

problem approach hold that being a multiracial individual is a problematic social 

position due to being caught between two (or more) racial worlds. These theories 

focus on the negative experiences and outcomes associated with having a 

multiracial background. As a result of the unique challenges that a multiracial 

person faces, they have often been considered to be more vulnerable to 

psychological problems (Stonequist 1935). The literature discussed thus far has 

pointed to the some significant disadvantages that are prevalent for many 

multiracial people in the United States. The literature points to common 

experiences of identity constraints and rejection, difficulty fitting in, and racism.  

However studies on psychological well-being (e.g. mental health/adjustment, 

self-esteem) have not had consistent findings.  

Studies show inconsistent findings for the idea that multiracial individuals 

are more prone to experiencing negative psychological adjustment outcomes. 

Townsend et. al (2009) found that relative to multiracial participants who were 

permitted to choose multiple races, those forced to choose only one on a short 

questionnaire showed lower subsequent motivation and self-esteem. In their 

study of multiracial participants across three studies, Sanchez et al. (2009) found 

that malleable racial identification (the tendency to identify with different racial 

identities depending on social context) was associated with lower psychological 

well-being (i.e. depressive symptoms). However, this relationship was found to 
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be true primarily for those individuals who had low dialectical self-views, defined 

by Sanchez et al. (2009) as “greater tolerance for ambiguity, change, and 

contradiction in the self” (p. 245). This relationship was nonsignificant for 

individuals high in dialecticalism which indicates that there are qualities that may 

buffer multiracial individuals from the negative effects of the unique identity 

challenges that they face.  Cooney and Radina (2000), seeking to examine the 

psychological adjustment, behavior, and feelings about school among multiracial 

youth, looked at a subsample of the Add health data and compared multiracial 

adolescents to their monoracial white and monoracial minority peers. In general, 

multiracial adolescents were found to have higher rates of counseling use and 

negative outcomes in school, such as grade retention and suspension/expulsion. 

Also, multiracial boys were found to have higher rates of depression than their 

white peers and multiracial girls were found to have higher rates of delinquency 

than their white peers. Although this study does point to some negative outcomes 

for multiracial adolescents, there were certain outcomes for which multiracial 

youth did not show significant differences. For example, there were no significant 

differences for substance abuse and depression among the girls, and 

delinquency rates were comparable among all groups of boys. Milan and Keiley 

(2000) also found negative outcomes for biracial youth using the same dataset. 

Although the effect sizes are small, biracial adolescents were found to be more 

likely to have behavioral conduct issues, and experience school problems, 

depression, and feelings of low self-worth.  
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Campbell and Eggerling-Boeck (2006) sought to improve upon these past 

studies by using the full sample of Add Health, analyzing the differences between 

multiple multiracial groups, and comparing the outcomes of multiracial 

adolescents under two difference identification methods (i.e. parental 

identification and self-identification). In contrast to the previous studies, overall, 

Campbell and Eggerling-Boeck found no significant differences between 

monoracial whites and the various multiracial groups with one exception; 

American-Indian Whites were the only group that was found to be significantly 

disadvantaged compared to whites. They were found to be less likely to feel 

socially accepted, and more likely to be depressed and consider suicide. Black-

white female adolescents were also found to be less likely to feel accepted, but 

black-white youth did not differ from whites on any other outcome. Shih and 

Sanchez (2005) also found evidence that runs counter to the problem 

perspective on multiracial individuals- they found that among their non-clinical 

samples, multiracial individuals are just as psychologically well-adjusted as their 

monoracial peers.  

While past studies provide some support for the idea that multiracial 

adolescents experience negative outcomes, overall, the results are mixed. As the 

studies discussed above indicate, conclusions about the social and psychological 

well-being of multiracial individuals depends on various factors including the 

particular outcomes examined, and the way “multiracial” is defined and 

measured. Furthermore, studies like that of Campbell and Eggerling-Boeck 
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(2006) indicates the significance of considering multiracial groups separately 

rather than lumping them into a single “multiracial” category as different groups 

have varying experiences and outcomes. 
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Chapter 4 

MULTIRACIAL ASIAN IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT 

In general, Asian-Americans are often overlooked in research, possibly 

due to the popular perception of this group as a nonoppressed minority (Kitano 

and Sue 1973). Despite the fact that Asian-Americans have a long history of 

racial blending and that multiracial Asian-Americans are a rapidly growing 

population in the United States, multiracial Asian-Americans, like their monoracial 

counterparts, have not received significant scholarly attention until more recently; 

this research is still in its infancy and much of what has been done has been 

conducted by mixed-race Asian-American psychologists (Suyemoto and Tawa 

2009). This chapter will present some of the essential themes in racial identity 

development among multiracial Asian-American individuals and the implications 

for our understanding of race and ethnicity.  

Social Construction of Racial and Ethnic Identities  

Racial and ethnic identities are not created in isolation but have very much 

to do with groups (Suyemoto 2002) and are shaped by social interaction. The 

way multiracial individuals identify is often affected by group definitions of 

membership and by personal interactions with other people. When developing or 

asserting their racial identities, “they must inevitably do so in negotiation with 

their sociocultural environments” (Townsend et al. 2009:199). A vast amount of 
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the literature on multiracial people shows how their identity is largely shaped, 

mostly constrained, by how they are viewed and treated by broader society. 

Most of the studies on multiracial Asian-Americans and racial identity 

report participant experiences of exclusion and challenges to their identity from 

others, including those from their own reference groups. Most of the Japanese 

American participants from Collins’ (2000) study faced the challenge of finding 

peers who accepted their differentness as mixed-race individuals. They were not 

accepted by the dominant group nor were they able to easily fit in with the 

Japanese group. Furthermore, they could not easily access a biracial reference 

group they could identify with, leaving them feeling rejected by both groups. 

Many of the participants, due to their Asian appearance, faced discrimination in 

their predominantly white communities. Not only did this contribute to developing 

a negative self-concept, but it also caused some of the participants to reject their 

Japanese identify due to the stigma from their environment.  

Lee and Bean’s (2010) interviews with multiracial Asian-Americans 

revealed similar experiences of exclusion. Individuals were often shunned by 

Asian organizations (e.g. clubs, churches, stores) for not being “full Asian”. Miller 

(2016) similarly found that her mixed-race Asian student participants experienced 

exclusion from campus organizations; while some organizations validated a 

student’s identity, many students chose not to participate in monoracial race 

based organizations (e.g. Asian fraternities) as they encountered challenges to 
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their racial authenticity. Narrow definitions of Asian identity resulted in the 

participants’ exclusion from the community and multiple encounters of rejection 

led many of them to choose a non-Asian identity (e.g. white, multiracial) (Lee and 

Bean 2010). 

Physical characteristics and cultural knowledge are two traditional criteria 

for racial/ethnic group membership. Khanna (2004), using Charles Cooley’s 

notion of reflected appraisals as the foundation for her study, found these two 

factors were strong predictors of racial identity among her multiracial Asian-White 

respondents. Phenotype and level of cultural knowledge incited either 

questioning of one’s identity (“Oh really? You don’t act or look Chinese…”) or 

acceptance as a member of a group. These reactions facilitated a feeling of 

acceptance or rejection by one or both of one’s racial groups. This, in turn, 

influenced their identity formation. For example, individuals frequently identified 

most strongly as Asian when others treated them as such and/or when they felt 

accepted by the Asian community or rejected by the White community. The 

experience of rejection and constant questioning of identity also contributed to 

identity confusion for some.  

As is the case for other multiracial groups, a lack of cultural knowledge for 

mixed-race Asian-Americans is often a result of a lack of exposure to cultural 

practices and meanings within the family. As mentioned earlier, in many 

immigrant families, parents choose to push away their ethnicity in an attempt to 
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help their children assimilate and be “American”. Not only can this lead to 

exclusion from Asian communities, but it also bears on the personal connection 

one feels to their heritage. Growing up in a family that embraces their Asian 

heritage has been found to be linked to individuals identifying more strongly with 

or feeling more comfortable with their Asian heritage (Miller 2016). The 

importance of cultural exposure for identity is also evident in Kim and Leavitt’s 

(2016) study where they found that many of their Jew-Asian participants who 

grew up in households where Judaism and Jewish culture predominated 

identified very strongly as Jewish.  

Yoshimi’s (1997) study on Hapa high-school students also reveals how 

mixed-race individuals have internalized the importance of phenotype and 

language as criteria for membership in their ethnic groups. Most of the 

participants identified as “American”, “White”, or “Caucasian”, citing phenotype 

and language as reasons for why they do not identify as Asian. However, 

Yoshimi also found that for these students, ethnicity was generally not very 

salient and being mixed-race was not something that they dealt with on a daily 

basis. He attributed this to their living in a highly multiethnic community, 

illustrating the importance of geographic location for identity formation. The 

importance of location is also evident in Miller’s (2016) study where students who 

grew up in diverse communities and areas with a high presence of other mixed-

race Asians were less likely to feel like outsiders. 
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Consistent with what was discussed in chapter 3 about multiracial blacks 

and external ascription, “Blasians” (i.e. Black-Asian) seem to face more identity 

constraints than other multiracial Asians. Root (2001) found that her Blasian 

participants experienced hypodescent in both the larger society and in the Asian-

American community. They were constructed as different from and inferior than 

Asian-white persons, experiencing more rejection and a lack of recognition. 

Chang’s (2016) Black-Asian participants shared experiences of being perceived 

and treated as black regardless of their self-identification. Parents also realize 

that being of Asian descent will not shield their children from anti-black 

discrimination. Chang’s study also highlights the rejection and discrimination that 

Blasian individuals face from their own Asian communities. Blasian children are 

often treated as outsiders and this influences parents’ willingness to expose them 

to Asian circles.  

“Because [my kids] have brown skin and the curly hair, people don’t 

consider them Asians.” 

-Mother of Black/Asian/white children (Chang 2016) 

Given the abundant evidence of the powerful impact that feelings of belonging 

and exclusion can have on identity, it seems that anti-blackness within the Asian 

community is likely to have an impact on racial identity development. 

In contrast to Blasian children, Chang finds that mixed-race Asian children 

of white descent are much better received by the Asian community. Parents 

reported that that they have not sensed any bias, and that their children seem to 
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be well-accepted, often encountering people who believe and comment that 

Asian-white babies are particularly good-looking. This supports the findings of 

other studies that have found that the black multiracial experience is different 

from that of other multiracial groups- i.e. Black multiracial people, even among 

Asians, seem to be marginalized in a way that other multiracial people are not.  

In the midst of experiences of exclusion, some multiracial Asians have 

responded by demonstrating resistance to current constructions of race and 

ethnicity. King’s (1997)  qualitative study on mixed-race participants of a 

Japanese-American pageant reveals the significant impact the way a community 

defines membership has on mixed-race individuals’ perceptions of themselves. In 

the context of the pageant, being seen as Japanese by others is considered 

extremely important. While the participants identified with the Japanese culture, 

they expressed insecurity about their Japanese-ness due to their phenotype (i.e. 

not looking “Japanese” enough). Their concerns about their Japanese-ness 

seem to stem from past social interactions that communicated to them that most 

people think culture is derived from race. Thus they are convinced that people 

perceive them as less Japanese. Their experiences of being questioned about 

their identity, and feelings of differentness and not fitting in led them to feel the 

need to prove their Japanese-ness by taking actions such as using Japanese 

names or speaking in Japanese in the pageant setting. It is in this context that 

they are redefining the meaning of Japanese-ness by challenging the 

race/culture link, i.e. the idea that being half disqualifies them from being 
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authentically Japanese. While individuals are still bound by existing racial 

frameworks (i.e. no space for mixed-race identity), the renegotiation of racial 

meanings that King finds occurring in the Japanese American community clearly 

illustrates the social construction of race and one way that mixed-race individuals 

respond when people do not authenticate their identity.  

Price’s (1997) study on Hapa comedians also found that the expression of 

multiracial individuals’ identities were somewhat constrained by existing racial 

frameworks. Hapa comedians often become subsumed within mono-ethnic 

identities, most often as Asian, due to the mutually exclusive categories of race 

and rules of hypodescent. They also face Asian American critics who don’t see 

Hapas as Asian-American. Expressing multi-raciality in comedy is difficult 

because there is a lack of a multiracial identification base- in the eyes of the 

audience, a “mixed-raced” comedian does not belong to any particular group. 

However, there are a number of Hapa comedians who have found a way to 

challenge society’s imposition of a singular racial identity on mixed-race people 

by asserting their Hapa identities and expressing multiethnic/racial issues 

through their performance art work.   

This exclusion is not limited to multiracial Asian-Americans; it is an 

experience shared by multiracial Asians outside of the United States. Last year, 

Ariana Miyamoto, a biracial Japanese-black woman, faced criticism after being 

crowned Miss Universe Japan. While many perceived this as a historic victory, 
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she also immediately faced public criticism regarding the fact that a “hafu” 

(Japanese term used to refer to a biracial individual) had been chosen to 

represent Japan. In many people’s perceptions, Miyamoto, despite being born 

and raised in Japan, a Japanese citizen, and fluent in the language, was not 

“Japanese enough”.  

While studies on multiracial and multiethnic Asians outside of the U.S. are 

not abundant, the few studies that do exist seem to indicate that mixed-race 

Asians in other parts of the world also face similar experiences of exclusion. In 

particular, being made to feel different and failure to gain acceptance seem to be 

experienced by both groups. Oikawa and Yoshida (2007) conducted a study on 

biracial individuals in Japan. All participants were treated differently for being 

biracial and many recall the painful experience of being labeled as gaijin 

(foreigner). Overall, there were three main reactions to being biracial among the 

participants. Some individuals did not like to be labeled or stereotyped and 

believed that their ethnicity did not affect their identity while others were fine with 

being associated with the stereotypes of biracial individuals in Japan (i.e. they 

wanted to look and act more biracial in order to take advantage of the positive 

stereotypes of biracial Japanese). The last category of participants simply 

wanted to fit in with everyone else rather than being perceived as different; they 

did not see themselves as being any different from monoracial Japanese peers. 

While they all started out with a Japanese identity, they only began to grapple 

with their biracial identity as society pointed out to them their differentness. 
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In the aforementioned study by Khanna (2004), she found that participants 

who had spent time living in their Asian parent’s country of origin were less likely 

to identify as Asian. Khanna proposes that this could be the case because 

individuals experience their differentness (both physically and culturally) even 

more strongly in such homogenous environments. Individuals did not feel that 

they fit in and were treated as outsiders, leading them to identify as white or 

“American”.  

New and Shifting Identities 

Despite common experiences of exclusion, multiracial people have 

demonstrated the ability to create community outside of traditional racial 

boundaries by asserting a shared mixed race experience. Murphy-Shigematsu 

(2001, 2012) shares the stories of multiracial and multiethnic Japanese who have 

shared experiences of feeling different, struggling to belong, and having others 

force an identity upon them.  Yet these individuals are challenging the borders of 

ethnicity and nationality. In particular, they are asserting self-definition by 

embracing a haafu identity and by challenging the relationship between 

Japanese blood and Japanese ethnic/national identity.  

In Takenaka’s (1999) study, for Japanese-Peruvians in Peru, their 

treatment as gaijin in Japan and this failure to be accepted resulted in their 

distancing themselves from the Japanese. As the Japanese ceased to be the 

reference group for the Japanese-Peruvian community, they chose to redefine 
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themselves as Nikkei (foreign nationals of Japanese descent), embracing a 

distinct ethnic identity that is neither completely Peruvian nor completely 

Japanese. The Nikkei is an exclusive community held together by their own 

culture and tradition. So for Japanese-Peruvians in Peru, Japan, and the United 

States, the Nikkei has become an additional ethnic option that allows them to be 

a part of a larger, transnational community.  

Collins (2000) emphasized the term double, a positive label coined by 

mixed children in Japan that points to those who have truly managed to develop 

a secure and integrated identity; rather than merely accepting two ethnic 

identities (“half and half”), one creates and embraces a unique blended identity 

that is more than just a mixture of the two. Mixed-race people’s views of 

themselves are not always that of the “marginal man” (Park, 1928). Despite the 

challenges that come with being mixed-race, many are able to see the 

advantages of their multiracial background such as a greater awareness and 

open-mindedness to other cultures and groups of people, and a capability to 

adapt to a variety of environments (Miller 2016).  

“I very proudly say, ‘Oh, I'm Wasian. I'm white and Asian. I'm half Asian.’ It 

was never something, I guess, to be ashamed of. I'm kind of proud of it, 

because both sides of my family love both sides. They've both given me 

really great experiences and raised me well so I never thought of it as a 

bad term.” 

-White-Asian male (Miller 2016) 
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Not only have mixed-race Asians demonstrated the ability to form healthy 

integrated identities, but they have also shown that racial identity is not 

necessarily stagnant. The literature on mixed-race Asians is consistent with other 

studies (e.g. Miville et al. 2005; Romo 2011; Shih and Sanchez 2005) in showing 

that individuals are able to situationally adopt multiple identities. Standen (1996) 

looked at the construction of biracial identity among Korean-white college 

students. He found that identity was often fluid, subject to change depending on 

the context of a given situation. For example, an individual may tend to express a 

Korean identity in the presence of other Koreans, particularly family members. 

However, the amount of fluidity allowed is reduced when it comes to the context 

of mainstream society; most individuals did not feel as though they were a part of 

mainstream society and many also found the rigid categories on institutionalized 

forms (e.g. school applications) to be limiting. Nonetheless, some participants 

expressed perceived benefits such as the scholarship opportunities that were 

made available through selecting the Asian/Pacific Islander category, even if it 

did not accurately describe their racial identity. This is consistent with Miller’s 

(2016) recent work where she found mixed-race Asian students who shift in and 

out of identities based on comfort and convenience. 
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Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Ecological Model of Multiracial Identity Development 

 Ecological identity models represent the most contemporary view on the 

multiracial experience. Root (2000) developed her ecological framework for 

exploring biracial identity to highlight contextual factors that shape identity and to 

point out the fluid nature of identity, emphasizing that one identity outcome is not 

superior to another. Although scant, a review of the literature on multiracial 

Asians supports Root’s theoretical modeling. In particular, the literature reveals 

the significant impact of what Root (1998) calls “microlenses” such as inherited 

influences (e.g. languages in home, parent’s identity, names, phenotype) and 

social interactions (e.g. home, community, friends) . 

 Studies on both mixed-race Asians and other multiracial groups reveal 

that family is one of the most significant influencers of identity. In particular, the 

family exerts a lot of power through how parents identify their children and how 

much they expose their children to their cultural backgrounds. Cultural exposure 

can impact one’s feelings of connection to their heritage. Furthermore, having 

adequate cultural knowledge, especially language skills, is often the most 

effective way to gain acceptance into a group. However, sometimes even 

sufficient cultural knowledge is not enough. 
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 The literature indicates that mixed-race Asians are frequently locked out of 

identifying in certain ways due to their phenotype. Not looking “enough” like a 

certain race often leads to questioning one’s choice of identity. When people are 

excluded based on phenotype, they are less likely to identify with that particular 

racial background. In addition to cultural knowledge and phenotype, Asian 

communities seem to have a general wariness regarding someone not being 

“100%” Asian.  

 Consistent with what Root (2003) suggests, mixed-race Asian persons 

experience multiple racial identity outcomes. There are those who accept the 

identity that society assigns, those who actively choose a monoracial identity, 

those who hold multiple monoracial identities (able to shift from one to another 

depending on the situation), and those who construct an integrated “multiracial” 

identity. Identity can be resolved in a variety of ways without one necessarily 

being healthier than another. A notable pattern was that many individuals are 

rejecting the “half and half” paradigm and creatively asserting distinct blended 

identities.  

One of the main things that was evident in a review of the literature is that 

racial identification is a non-linear, dynamic and fluid process as ecological 

theories propose. Not only can racial identity change situationally, but it has been 

shown to change over the life course. “…the individual may shift their resolution 

strategies throughout their lifetime in order to nurture a positive identity (Root 
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1990:186). As previously cited, the Pew Research Center (2015) data and 

studies on mixed-race persons demonstrate the limitation of stage models of 

identity when it comes to accounting for mixed-race individuals. It seems that 

ecological models like that of Root are better able to account for the shifting and 

contextual nature of mixed-race identity.  

Whiteness  

As stated in chapter 2, Sue, Capodilupo et al. (2007) define 

microaggressions as “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral and 

environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate 

hostile, derogatory or negative racial slights and insults toward people of color”. 

However, the term is arguably a bit problematic in that it can minimize these 

experiences into trivial matters that persons should not get worked up about. The 

literature notes that multiracial individuals of all backgrounds experience 

microaggressions which indicates the importance of including this population in 

the analysis of microaggressions. The literature on multiracial Asians supports 

Nadal et al.’s (2011) findings that multiracial individuals experience 

microaggressions that correspond to Johnston and Nadal’s (2010) taxonomy- in 

particular, their experiences fall into the exclusion/isolation, 

exoticization/objectification, assumption of monoracial or mistaken identity 

categories. For example, multiracial individuals are commonly questioned about 

their racial and ethnic authenticity. The way they are categorized and treated 
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does not always align with how they identify and their internalized identity is often 

invalidated by those around them. They are frequently asked the question of 

“what are you?” and are labeled as exotic and different. These microaggressions 

are not limited to multiracial individuals. Chang (2016) found that many parents of 

multiracial Asian children face insulting remarks that question their parenthood 

due to racial dissimiliarity (e.g. “Where’d you get them?”, “Is this really your 

baby?”). Persons of color married to white partners (Iwasaki, Thai, and Lyons 

2016) and their multiracial children (Chang 2016) encounter overt and covert 

racist behaviors from white relatives. Chang argues that formation of racial 

identity begins at a very young age, and experiences of racism with and without 

their parents are built into their self-understanding. Given the significant impact 

these microaggressions have on multiracial identity development, it seems like a 

useful framework for analyzing the multiracial Asian experience.  

Although seemingly experienced by all multiracial groups, 

microaggressions seem to wane as one gets closer to whiteness. This is 

particularly evident in the distinctive way that black multiracial individuals are 

racialized. Mixed-race individuals of black descent have less choice when it comes 

to self-identification and often face the same forms of discrimination as monoracial 

blacks. Scholars have argued that the law of hypodescent is still at work and 

influences how multiracial blacks are categorized (Brunsma 2005; Harris and Sim 

2002). Khanna (2011) states that the history of the “one drop rule” has shaped how 

we view black-white individuals. More specifically, we have such a broad image of 
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blackness that white phenotypic characteristics do not rule out a black identity yet 

any black characteristics violates our image of whiteness. The black community 

also seems to draw on the one drop rule to identify biracial people as black possibly 

with the purpose of promoting black unity (Khanna 2011). This could explain why 

studies have shown that black people feel more accepted by blacks than by other 

groups (e.g. Khanna 2011; Lee and Bean 2007; Pew Research Center 2015). The 

continuing relevance of the one drop rule, particularly for blacks, was shown in Ho, 

Sidanius, Levin, and Banaji’s (2011) study comparing perceptions of Asian-White 

and Black-White individuals. They found that people generally tend to see biracials 

as belonging more to their minority parent group. However, the effect of 

hypodescent was stronger for Black-White individuals- i.e. they were less likely to 

be seen as white compared to Asian-Whites. While there is evidence that 

multiracial black people have more identity options today and there are those who 

choose non-black identities, the bulk of the literature indicates that mixed-race 

black people, including those of Asian descent, continue to be raced as black, thus 

displaying the impact of the one drop rule on their internalized identities. Yet, it is 

interesting that mixed-race blacks simultaneously face accusations of not being 

black enough.  

In contrast to the mixed-race black experience, Asian-white individuals 

may be able to use their whiteness against the type of discrimination that Blasian 

individuals often face. Does this mean that multiracial Asian-Whites are blending 

into the dominant group? Due to beliefs about Asian success, the question of 
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whether or not Asians are becoming white has circulated for many years. People 

have gone as far as using the word “Asian privilege” (based on the term “white 

privilege”). This is a problematic notion, particularly because Asian-Americans 

are not one homogenous group with identical socioeconomic outcomes. 

Furthermore, the literature on Asian-Americans and microaggressions is 

evidence for the fact that discrimination is a part of many Asian-Americans’ 

experiences. This same question is being asked once more with the increase of 

Asian-White persons in the United States. Will it now be the case that Asians 

actually become white as they physically mix with white through interracial 

marriage at increasing rates and produce mixed offspring?  

Although there are many multiracial Asians who choose to identify as 

white (e.g. Lee and Bean 2010), both scholarly and anecdotal evidence suggests 

that some multiracial Asians also actively identify as multiracial and/or with their 

Asian heritage. Some of the literature discussed in this chapter illustrates how 

many multiracial Asians are redefining what it means to be Asian as well as 

finding creative ways to blend their identities. These current patterns are 

consistent with findings from past studies that report multiracial Asian-Americans 

identify, at least partially, with their minority cultures (e.g. Cooke 1997; Mar1998; 

Oka 1994; Standen 1996). A more recent study by Gullickson and Morning 

(2011) found that Asians prefer multiracial identification. The Pew Research 

Center (2015) found that 70% of Asian-Whites identified as multiracial. 
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There is other evidence that is also inconsistent with Asians becoming 

white. Recent data that indicates that intermarriage among Asians is actually 

decreasing due to changing immigration patterns (e.g. Qian and Lichter 2011). 

Qian and Lichter (2011) suggest that the increasing immigrant population means 

that Asian Americans (in addition to other minorities), will continue to have a 

greater opportunity to marry within their ethnic or racial groups. These patterns 

seem to predict a future that is inconsistent with Milton’s predictions of 

assimilation. The fact that multiracial Asians and non-Asians experience 

prejudice by both their minority reference groups and dominant (“host”) groups 

further supports the idea that both monoracial and multiracial Asians are not 

necessarily merging with the dominant group. While Asian-Whites may have 

more flexibility in how they identify than other multiracial groups, there is also 

evidence that they are often targeted as non-white people. It is important to 

remember that not all Asian-White persons look white. All of this, in combination 

with evidence of the unique forms of prejudice that monoracial Asians face, 

seems to indicate that it is too premature to say that monoracial Asians or mixed-

race Asians are becoming white. As long as mixed-race Asians are racialized, it 

seems possible that they may face some of the same challenges as monoracial 

Asians. For example, Asian Americans continue to face a “bamboo ceiling” 

(Aguirre and Turner 2011). They are still marginalized in the American political 

system, significantly underrepresented in the upper echelons of U.S. companies 

and also face a wage gap. The same prejudices that are impacting monoracial 
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Asians (e.g. stereotypes of Asians as too quiet and passive to be good leaders) 

could impact those of mixed-race backgrounds.  

Shifting Color Line 

Scholars have argued that the increasing rate of interracial marriage and 

the multiracial children born out of such unions will lead to a shift in the American 

racial hierarchy (e.g. Alba and Nee 2003; Lee and Bean 2004). The literature on 

the multiracial population, in some ways, supports recent discussions predicting 

a shifting racial order. Yancey (2003) predicted the coming of a black/nonblack 

divide where nonblack minorities would blend into the majority group but blacks 

would experience a unique level of social isolation. Findings, such as those of 

Lee and Bean (2010), that indicate that multiracial Asian-White individuals have 

more flexibility in the way they identify in comparison to mixed-race people who 

have black ancestry suggest that people of black descent face a distinctively 

challenging experience as people of color. However, the scholarship that 

supports the idea that monoracial and multiracial Asians are not necessarily 

becoming white should lead us to question if we are actually seeing an 

emergence of a true black/nonblack divide.  

What we are seeing may be more consistent with predictions of a tri-racial 

hierarchy. It is true that blacks continue to be left at a position of extreme 

disadvantage. Although Asian Americans, monoracial and multiracial, continue to 

be racialized, they do seem to fare better than the black population which may 
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qualify them for the “honorary whites” category. That is, they seem to be 

positioned below whites in the U.S.’s racial hierarchy but are slightly more 

socially accepted by the dominant group than blacks and other non-white 

populations.  

Based on an analysis of the literature, it seems likely that both the 

“Whites” and “Honorary Whites” categories of Bonilla-Silva’s (2004) three tier 

system will increase as the multiracial population continues to grow in the United 

States. More specifically, those of Asian-White heritage would be the most likely 

to join these groups. Asian-White individuals are more likely than other 

multiracials to grow up surrounded by a white community, to have the social 

capital of whites, and to have a passable phenotype. Furthermore, Asian-White 

individuals and their parents are well aware of the benefits of whiteness. As a 

result, depending on phenotype, we may see an increasing number of Asian-

Whites who are able to blend into the white category. However, it seems that 

many more may also become the “buffer class” of “honorary whites” who are 

culturally white but limited by their phenotype. Another thing to consider is that 

some Asian ethnic groups out-marry more than others. For example, among 

Asian-American women, Korean and Filipino women are most likely to outmarry 

(Le 2010). Le (2010) also finds that Asian-Americans with higher levels of social 

class attainment are much more likely to outmarry. This may reflect the idea that 

education breaks down racial barriers and increases opportunities for interracial 

contact (Qian 1997). Thus there will probably be significant ethnic and class 
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differences in who may become eligible for whiteness from the Asian-American 

community.  

Another piece of evidence for the prediction that those of Asian-white 

heritage will be the most eligible for the “white” category is that they tend to have 

the highest social class attainment levels among mixed-race Asian-Americans 

(Le 2010). They even have higher social class attainment levels than monoracial 

whites. Furthermore, the majority of Asian-white individuals are married to whites 

(Miyawaki 2015). We have yet to see if Asian-White individuals’ economic 

achievements and the flexibility society allots them for racial identification will 

actually lead to whiteness. Although mixed-race individuals are often used as 

poster children for a post-racial society, the examination of the multiracial 

scholarship confirms that racial/ethnic boundaries undoubtedly continue to 

persist in the United States. Our system continues to value whiteness over 

Blackness and the experience of multiracial individuals is closely tied to how 

light, white or black they appear (Chang, 2016). 

An interesting component of racial/ethnic boundaries is the way that 

people of color contribute to them. Those who have been oppressed also play 

the role of the oppressor at times- i.e. multiracial individuals are often excluded 

by monoracial people who themselves have been victims of racism. It is clear 

that anti-Blackness within the Asian community continues to oppress multiracial 

Asians of black descent. The fight for racial justice is commonly equated to the 
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fight against white supremacy. The Asian-American community needs to 

evaluate the ways that it may actually be complicit in white dominance and 

contributing to racial injustice by shunning blackness.  

Fighting anti-black narratives includes rejecting the model minority myth 

which is a notion that rests on the assumption of a less hard-working and less 

successful black group. The model minority myth is dangerous because it pits 

Asian-Americans, the “superminority”, against other minority groups who are 

presented as failing to achieve at the same levels due to personal failures as 

opposed to structural barriers. When this notion is internalized by Asian-

Americans and when they buy into the “honorary white” category, it can lead 

them to buy into mainstream stereotypes of other groups. These stereotypes are 

learned at a young age. Wu (2017) found that, even at a school that was very 

intentional about building solidarity among students of diverse backgrounds, her 

Asian student participants relied heavily on stereotypes (e.g. blacks not being as 

smart) to describe and understand their African-American peers. These 

stereotypes led to lines being drawn between Asians and African-Americans and 

made it easier for Asians to view their African-American peers as difficult to be 

friends with. Buying into the model minority image and other stereotypical 

differences among the races makes it easier for Asian-Americans to distance 

themselves from other people of color and their struggles. It makes it easier to 

identify with White America than with marginalized groups. It makes it more 

difficult to see that White America still perceives Asian-Americans as foreigners. 
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It makes it hard to recognize that ongoing conversations and policies regarding 

immigration will also impact the Asian-American community.  

In recent months, there has been an emergence of Asian-American 

activists who have shown solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement. More 

and more Asian-Americans are acknowledging the moral responsibility of fighting 

for justice for Black lives rather than ignoring it as another group’s problem. 

Perhaps the anti-immigrant rhetoric of the past election season has awakened 

some in the Asian-American community, allowing them to see that they are not 

immune from the race-related issues that other communities face. An increased 

awareness of and conversation about how white supremacy impacts the Asian-

American community is needed in order cultivate solidarity with other 

communities of color. Given that Black Asians are fully susceptible to the 

violence of anti-Blackness, discrimination against black Americans is already 

very much a problem of the Asian-American community. Because monoracial 

people of color are often victims of microaggressions themselves, it may be 

difficult for them to recognize their own monoracial privilege and prejudice (Nadal 

et al., 2011). This supports the idea that having experiences of oppression does 

not necessarily make one racially unbiased and highlights the need for groups of 

color to engage in collaborative resistance to the oppression of non-white 

peoples.  
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When considering how people of color contribute to racial/ethnic 

boundaries, an important question that remains is how multiracialism is going to 

impact the definition of Asian-American identity. Census data show that Asian 

America is becoming more multiracial and the literature indicates that there are 

many mixed-race Asians who identify as Asian. However, as of now, multiracial 

Asians are often left fighting for inclusion and having to prove their racial and 

ethnic authenticity. A multiracial individual who is familiar with their Asian 

heritage generally faces more resistance from the Asian-American community 

than a monoracial Asian-American who demonstrates little connection to their 

Asian culture. What will constitute “Asian-American” as we move forward? 

Furthermore, what will happen to Asian-American identity if Qian and Lichter’s 

(2011) prediction comes true; that an increasing immigrant population will lead to 

Asian Americans having a greater opportunity to marry within their racial groups, 

and if we see more ethnic mixing as a result? The growth of both multiracial and 

multiethnic Asian America opens up the opportunity for Asian-Americans to build 

a more open and diverse pan-Asian community. If the Asian American 

community is to resist and disrupt dominant hierarchies, it may be important for it 

to first challenge monoracial models of race and community. “Expanding the 

definition of Asian to include Amerasians of Latino, Africa, and Native American 

origins challenges the Asian American community to deconstruct race and to 

challenge the racism inherent in our communities” (Root 1997:37). 
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The question of ethnic/national identity and citizenship in relation to 

multiracial and multiethnic peoples has also affected Asian countries such as 

Japan and South Korea. South Korea, which has a history of discrimination 

against mixed individuals due to their “pure blood” nationalism, is learning to 

adjust to ethnic heterogeneity. This has been heavily impacted by the migration 

of contract brides who are starting families with Koreans (Lee 2008) and workers 

from poor Asian countries. “Hallyu”, which is the global boom (also known as the 

“Korean wave”) of Korean pop culture, is argued to have contributed to migration 

by painting an image of Korea as a land of wealth and prosperity; this is an 

image that has attracted economically deprived women from other countries who 

are desperate to climb out of poverty (Kim 2011). Furthermore, the popularity of 

Korean pop culture has also brought in an increasing number of young people to 

South Korea. These are patterns that will undeniably shape the multiracial and 

multiethnic population in South Korea. Although multiracial individuals are not 

new to South Korea, they are now being discussed as a part of the country’s 

multiculturalism discourse. It will be interesting to see how perception and 

treatment of multiracial and multiethnic people change as homogenous countries 

like South Korea become more diverse.  

Implications for Future Research 

The literature points to several possible areas for future research. This 

review of the multiracial literature has shown that multiracial people have varied 
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experiences depending on their specific racial-ethnic background. Thus future 

studies should be careful about lumping populations into one general multiracial 

category in order to avoid overgeneralization. There is still a need for more 

studies that focus on different multiracial subgroups. Most of the debate and 

scholarship about multiracial persons has focused on persons of White and Black 

heritage (Song 2003). As evident from this paper, studies on mixed-race Asians 

are still scarce. Additionally, existing studies on mixed-race Asian-Americans 

suffer from the same problem as studies on monoracial Asian-Americans which 

is that they are all lumped together into one category with little regard for ethnic 

differences. There is a need to pursue research that takes ethnic differences into 

account when exploring identity development. There is also a lack of research on 

minority-minority mixtures. Most studies have centered around the Asian-White 

population. More studies should be done on the experiences of Asian/Latino and 

Asian/Black participants.  

Future studies can also investigate the identity development of those who 

are multiethnic (e.g. Korean-Chinese) as they are also a unique subset of 

individuals who must navigate multiple cultures. An ethnic hierarchy seems to 

exist among Asian-Americans with Southeast Asians at the bottom of the ladder. 

Although there is a need for more research on intra-racial attitudes, colorism 

might be at play as lighter skin has generally been desirable due to it being 

associated with a higher social class in Asia. Studies on multiethnic individuals 
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may provide some insight into intragroup division in the Asian-American 

community and the ways that may impact identity.   

There is also room for research on what Root (1998) calls “macrolenses” 

such as gender and social class. These are essential to her ecological 

framework, yet there are not many studies that focus on the impact of these 

larger factors on mixed-race Asian-American identity. Future studies can explore 

how gender and class shape multiracial Asian-Americans’ understandings of 

race and the labels that they select for themselves. For example, do multiracial 

Asians from working-class families differ in the ways they construct identity from 

those from middle and upper class families?  

The little research that examines the experiences of multiracial Asians has 

focused largely on racial identity development. There is a dearth of studies on the 

social and psychological outcomes of mixed-race Asian-Americans. The 

literature does show that individuals can healthily identify in a variety of ways. 

However, in light of previous studies that show that lower identity conflict is linked 

to better mental health (e.g. Gecas and Burke 1995; Vaghela and Ueno 2016) 

and that mixed-race individuals who are more connected to all of their heritages 

tend to have better psychological health (e.g. Chong and Kuo 2015; Lusk, Taylor, 

Nanney, and Austin 2010), it would be beneficial to conduct more studies to see 

if there are vulnerable groups among mixed-race Asians. One specific direction 

for research would be to further explore the process of “race-switching” (Wilton et 
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al. 2013) among mixed-race Asians to see if there are ways in which racial 

identity inconsistency may be unhealthy. More studies should also investigate the 

potential social and psychological impact of microaggressions. The majority of 

research studies on the general multiracial population and social/psychological 

outcomes have been quantitative. As a result, researchers have only been able 

to speculate on the reasons why different multiracial groups experience certain 

outcomes. Thus I propose that there is a particular need for qualitative studies 

that can obtain in-depth responses from mixed-race Asian-American persons. 

Their life stories may provide insight into what factors lead to positive and 

negative outcomes for them. 

Future research should investigate the predictions and the questions 

posed in this chapter regarding the racial hierarchy. As more data becomes 

available, scholars will be able to more concretely study how the color line is 

shifting in the United States. Although immigrants from Asia are the fastest 

growing immigrant group in the U.S., it is not yet clear how the current 

administration’s approach to immigration and deportation will impact the Asian-

American community. Researchers should continue to examine immigration 

patterns to see if any major demographic shifts occur and how that influences 

intermarriage patterns and the growth of a multiracial Asian population. Future 

studies should also look at the children of multiracial individuals (e.g. “Quapas”- 

those who are a quarter Asian) to see if their identity experiences are different 

from that of their parents. The fact that Asian-whites are more likely to marry 
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whites has important implications for the racial identity of their children. Bratter 

(2007) found that, when parents have a race in common, they are more likely to 

identify their children with that shared race. More studies should be done to see 

how parents designate the race of their children and how these children navigate 

their own multiracial journey. Examining this population may shed light on the 

boundaries for both whiteness and Asianness. 

Lastly, the literature suggests that U.S.-born multiracial Asians and 

foreign-born multiracial Asians share similar experiences. However, the research 

on foreign-born multiracial Asians is still very limited. There is a need for more 

cross-national research that can provide an in-depth examination of the role that 

geographical, social, and cultural contexts play in the experiences of multiracial 

people.  
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