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Asians and Prejudice


Ever since the first Asians arrived in North America, they have struggled against anti-Asian prejudice. Over the course of 200 years, in both Canada and the United States, Asians have been denied equal rights. They have faced harassment and hostility. They’ve been imprisoned for no good reason, physically attacked, and even murdered.


WHAT IS PREJUDICE?


The root word of prejudice is “pre-judge.” Prejudiced people often judge others based purely on their race, ethnic group, or religion; they make assumptions about others that may have no basis in reality. They believe that if your skin is a different color or you speak a different language or wear different clothes or worship God in a different way, then they already know you are not as smart, not as nice, not as honest, not as valuable, or not as moral as they are. Asians and Asian Americans have been the victims of prejudice for a long time in the United States.


Why do human beings experience prejudice? Sociologists believe humans have a basic tendency to fear anything that’s unfamiliar or unknown. Someone who is strange (in that they’re not like us) is scary; they’re automatically dangerous or inferior. If we get to know the strangers, of course, we end up discovering that they’re not so different from ourselves. They’re not so frightening and threatening after all. But too often, we don’t let that happen. We put up a wall between the strangers and ourselves. We’re on the inside; they’re on the outside. And then we peer over the wall, too far away from the people on the other side to see anything but our differences. That’s what has often happened when Asians and non-Asians interacted in the United States.
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It’s a human tendency to be cautious of the person who is different.





And here’s where another human tendency comes into play: stereotyping.


STEREOTYPES


A stereotype is a fixed, commonly held idea or image of a person or group that’s based on an oversimplification of some observed or imagined trait. Stereotypes assume that whatever is believed about a group is typical for each and every individual within that group. “All blondes are dumb,” is a stereotype. “Women are poor drivers,” is another. “Men are slobs,” is yet another, and “Gay men are effeminate,” is one as well.


Many stereotypes tend to make us feel superior in some way to the person or group being stereotyped. Not all stereotypesare negative, however; some are positive-"black men are good at basketball,” “gay guys have good fashion sense,” or “Asian students are smart"-but that doesn’t make them true. They ignore individuals’ uniqueness. They make assumptions that may or may not be accurate.


We can’t help our human tendency to put people into categories. As babies, we faced a confusing world filled with an amazing variety of new things. We needed a way to make sense of it all, so one of our first steps in learning about the world around us was to sort things into separate slots in our heads: small furry things that said meow were kitties, while larger furry things that said arf-arfwere doggies; cars went vroom-vroom, but trains were longer and went choo-choo; little girls looked one way and little boys another; and doctors wore white coats, while police officers wore blue. These were our earliest stereotypes. They were a handy way to make sense of the world; they helped us know what to expect, so that each time we faced a new person or thing, we weren’t starting all over again from scratch.
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