
 

Dressing up racism as a compliment just
doesn't add up
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The narrative that "Asians are good at math" is pervasive in the United
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States. Young children are aware of it. College students' academic
performance can be affected by it. And Asian American presidential
candidate Andrew Yang has made his mathematical aptitude a feature of
his campaign.

On the surface, the "Asians are good at math" narrative sounds like a
compliment. After all, what's wrong with saying that someone is good at
something? But as I explain in a recent article, there are two problems.
First, the narrative is false. And second, it is racist.

I'm an experienced teacher and researcher of STEM education. Research
tells us that racism is a part of students' classroom experiences in these
subjects.

If we don't understand how racism works—even in supposedly "neutral"
areas like STEM—we might unintentionally recycle racist ideas.

Debunking the myth

As with many racial stereotypes, people are genuinely curious whether
the "Asians are good at math" narrative could be true. There are videos
on YouTube with several million views asking that question.

Don't test scores prove the narrative? In fact, they don't. On international
exams, it's true that Asian countries are among the top performers in
math. But it's also true that other Asian nations rank 38th, 46th, 59th and
63rd. Interestingly, those top performers also lead in reading—but there
isn't a narrative that "Asians are good at literature."

Domestically, it's the same story. Research shows considerable variation
in mathematical performance among different Asian ethnic groups in the
U.S. If all Asian people were innately gifted in math, we shouldn't see
this kind of variation.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0022103198913713
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https://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=15226
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A better explanation has to do with education policy and federal
immigration laws. Countries that invest in teacher education and high-
quality curriculum do better on international tests. In the U.S., the 1965
Immigration and Nationality Act gave preference to STEM professionals
from Asia. That policy affected my own parents, who were able to
immigrate to the U.S. under that law, not because South Asian people
are naturally good doctors.

'Mongoloid' to 'model minority'

So if it's not true, why do we say it?

Today, Asians are often seen as the "model minority"—hardworking,
academically talented and professionally successful—but it wasn't
always that way.

In the 18th century, Asian people were classified as "mongoloids," a
racist term based on the pseudoscience of craniometry. Whereas
"caucasoids" (white people) were deemed full human beings with
superior intellect, all people of color were considered underevolved.

From the late 19th century, a new image of Asian people was born: 
national threat. Chinese immigrants were seen as an economic threat to
white American workers, and Japan became a military threat during
World War II.

Asian people in the U.S. continue to experience racism even today. In
fact, the "model minority" idea has always been a way to pit Asian
people against supposedly "nonmodel" groups—in other words, non-
Asians of color.

The implication is: If Asians can do it, why can't you?
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https://phys.org/tags/education+policy/
https://www.tcpress.com/the-flat-world-and-education-9780807749623
https://phys.org/tags/teacher+education/
https://history.house.gov/Historical-Highlights/1951-2000/Immigration-and-Nationality-Act-of-1965/
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https://doi.org/10.14989/155688
https://phys.org/tags/white+people/
https://smile.amazon.com/Yellow-America-Beyond-Black-White/dp/046500640X?sa-no-redirect=1
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/the-karma-of-brown-folk


 

People, not robots

Even though the "Asians are good at math" narrative is false, it still has a
real impact on people's lives. Like the "model minority" myth, it falsely
positions non-Asians of color as mathematically inferior. It can also be a
source of pressure for Asian students. But the real impact of the "Asians
are good at math" narrative goes deeper.

Take, for example, a scene from an episode of the long-running adult
cartoon "Family Guy."

The main character, Peter, is reminiscing about taking a math exam. As
the shot pans over other students, each take out a calculator from their
pocket. Peter pulls out a boy with Asian features, prods him with a
pencil and says: "Do math!"

This might seem funny at first, but the underlying message is clear:
Asian people aren't seen as human beings; they are calculating machines.
Asians are literally objectified, seen as capable of doing things at a speed
and scale that "normal" people can't do. In other words, they are
dehumanized.

Calculators are capable of only procedural tasks, not creativity. For
Asian people, this implies that while they can succeed in the technical
STEM subjects, the humanities and creative arts aren't for them.

Part of what's going on has to do with how society understands "good at
math." Math is widely considered to be among the hardest subjects to
learn. Those that can do it are often seen as "nerds." Movies about
mathematicians like "A Beautiful Mind" and "The Imitation Game"
usually portray them as antisocial. Mathematicians might be considered
brilliant, but they aren't seen as "normal."
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https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1144320
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1144320
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/1467-9280.00277?casa_token=WKExDrsNnWkAAAAA:xzWTE-ytSZpVMbjIqCEQnmuVbNhd73nuZEn4y9yQ0NQJFUzcpCXyfTcY1D_ko-Eloor1M6WjH5I
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Usually we think about dehumanization in terms of intellectual deficit.
For example, Americans in the 21st century still associate African
American people with apes, a racist trope. What's happening with Asian
people is different but still harmful. They become hyperintelligent
robots.

Resisting the narrative

We all can play a role in resisting this false narrative.

Teachers can help by monitoring the kinds of learning opportunities they
give Asian students. Do they treat them like calculators—only giving
them rote procedural tasks—or do Asian students get to show their
creativity and to present ideas in front of the class? To help teachers
track biases, my research team has developed a free web app called 
EQUIP.

Most people easily recognize overtly racist behavior and language. But I
believe we also need to learn how to spot racism in its more subtle
forms. The next time you hear someone say "Asians are good at math,"
don't hear it as a joke—hear it as racism.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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