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Chapter 3 

To Be Mice or Men: Gender Identity and the Development of Masculinity Through 

Participation in Asian American Interest Fraternities 

By Minh C. Tran & Mitchell J. Chang 

 

If good humor reflects social realities in society, consider one of Asian American comedian 

Esther Ku’s jokes. Ku was a 2008 finalist on a popular television show called “Last Comic 

Standing” and one of her jokes broadcasted nationally takes aim at Asian American men: 

“I don’t want to marry an Asian guy, I want to marry regular people…Seriously, 

Asian girls are going out with white guys, black guys, you know, everybody but 

Asian guys. You know, like what’s going to happen with Asian guys, they’re 

going to go extinct or something? As they sit at home playing video games. I feel 

bad that they’re all single, but like not bad enough to date them.  Like last week 

this Asian guy asked me out and I was just like when are they going to realize that 

Asian girls are just way out of their league.”  

The consistently negative racial stereotyping of Asian American men seems to be ingrained 

deeply into our culture and has led to distorted, yet wildly popular, misperceptions about their 

masculinity. This stereotyping is fueled by negative media images and demeans Asian American 

men. Not only are their low social standing and lack of sexual prowess fodder for comedians, but 
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even their physical attributes are points of derogatory remarks on the internet. If one types the 

words “Asian men” in the Google search engine, the results will invariably include discussions 

that raise questions about their sexuality, attractiveness, and physical attributes. This negative 

racial stereotyping strikes at the very core of Asian American men’s sense of masculinity. 

 The stereotypes that shape Asian American men’s sense of masculinity take on even 

greater significance in college, where undergraduate students are developing their social 

identities and their “manhood.” During this critical period of their development, the emasculating 

effects of these stereotypes can more forcefully impact their sense of masculinity and, therefore, 

negatively affect their overall self-image, confidence, and mental health. This chapter examines 

how heterosexual Asian American men negotiate those negative stereotypes and the norms that 

shape their sense of masculinity. Specifically, this study analyzes how an Asian American 

fraternity enables undergraduate students to develop their sense of masculinity in more collective 

and structured ways in college.  

The Role of Asian American Greek Organizations in College 

Asian American Greek-letter organizations emerged nearly a century ago, with the establishment 

of Rho Psi Fraternity at Cornell University in 1916 (National APIA Panhellenic Association, 

2007). The Chinese American men who founded this fraternity were inspired by the 

establishment of the first Black fraternity, Alpha Phi Alpha, which was also founded at Cornell 

University only ten years earlier (National APIA Panhellenic Association, 2007). Many of the 

early Asian American fraternities and sororities were established in response to racial and ethnic 

exclusion on college campuses and provided similar opportunities previously available only to 

their White counterparts. In 2007, there were over 65 Asian American fraternities and sororities 

in existence with over 420 total chapters (National APIA Panhellenic Association, 2007). 
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Despite their long-term and growing presence, few college administrators, including 

those who work extensively with Greek life, know much about the history and mission of Asian 

American fraternities. Walter Kimbrough, a higher education scholar and president of Philander 

Smith College, aptly stated, “I do presentations where I show photos of Asian fraternities, and 

people are completely shocked that they exist” (Rivenburg, 2005, p. B3). One contributing factor 

to why these student organizations are widely ignored is the lack of research on the experiences 

of Asian American students. Relatively higher college enrollment, persistence, and graduation 

rates for some Asian American ethnic groups (but not others) have lead many educators to 

wrongly conclude that all Asian American students have few problems and do not suffer from 

social disadvantages (Kawaguchi, 2003; Yeh, 2002).  

Moreover, previous research on fraternity members has overwhelmingly focused on 

mainstream, predominantly White Greek-letter organizations (e.g., Chang & DeAngelo, 2002; 

Pike, 2000; Pascarella et al., 1996; Rhoads, 1995; Maisel, 1990).  The majority of this literature 

suggests that few positive learning outcomes can be associated with predominantly White 

fraternity membership, which tends to promote substantial abuse of alcohol, disruptive behavior, 

and negative effects on students' cognitive development.   

In contrast, research on Black fraternities shows that these organizations exist within 

larger unwelcoming campus racial climates and provide valuable venues for ethnic identity 

development, peer support, and leadership development (Harper & Quaye, 2007; Sutton & 

Terrell, 1997; Kimbrough, 1995). Similarly, Asian American fraternities provide its members 

with comparable opportunities within the context of student alienation from the dominant culture 

and estrangement from the mainstream Greek system (Jones, 2004; Lee, 1955). Indeed, while 

Asian American students still experience campus alienation and have limited options for social 

www.styluspub.com


© 2012 Stylus Publishing, LLC www.Styluspub.com 4 

 

engagement (Kawaguchi, 2003; Liu, 2002; Kumashiro, 1999), Asian American fraternities can 

offer safe havens from that unwelcoming environment. For example, in one of the few studies of 

Asian American fraternities, Chan (1999) studied Lambda Phi Epsilon at the University of 

California, Santa Barbara, and found that this fraternity provided a context of safety and non-

judgment, where a member was “no longer a minority, and he does not have to deal with the 

stereotypes associated with Asian American men” (p. 70). 

Asian American fraternities seem to share other attributes commonly found among Black 

fraternities. It is widely known that Black fraternities practice hazing rituals that tend to be 

physically severe and sometimes violent. Between the years 1987 to1990, nearly 94% of hazing 

cases in Black fraternities involved physical abuse, compared to only 5% of cases in 

predominantly White fraternities (Nuwer, 1990 in Jones, 2004). Physical abuse was also the 

cause of all Black fraternity deaths, whereas no deaths were caused by physical abuse in White 

fraternities, where pledges commonly died from alcohol poisoning, choking on raw food, or 

accidental falls from rooftops or cliffs (Jones, 2004). According to Haley (2009), Asian 

American fraternities exhibit a similar penchant for physical hazing.  

When Asian American fraternities do get noticed, it is usually negative attention, driven 

by highly publicized incidents of substance abuse violations, hazing, and physical abuse. Most 

disconcerting were the recent incidents of student deaths between 2003 and 2005 at San Jose 

State University, the University of California at Irvine, and the University of Texas at Austin; all 

of which were attributed to hazing, substance abuse, or violence (Three Indicted, 2006; 

Rivenburg, 2005). Even members have begun to voice public criticism of this dangerous trend 

within their own organizations. On March 23, 2009, several members of Pi Alpha Phi, an Asian 

American fraternity, appeared on National Public Radio (NPR) for a news broadcast titled, 
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“Asian American Frat Life Marred by Hazing” (Martin, 2009). During the program, an alumnus 

of the fraternity openly described “physical injury” and “heavy exercise to the point of 

exhaustion” becoming commonplace rituals in the pledging process. Brian Gee, president of Pi 

Alpha Phi’s alumni board, also shared the following observations: 

“Since I have been in a fraternity, I have seen a lot of changes.  It seems there is a 

much more brutal mentality, where you really have to prove your masculinity by 

either how much you can take physically or mentally.” 

Gee’s remarks are very telling and suggest that severe hazing rituals are closely linked to 

members’ collective sense of masculinity. To better understand the unique context that 

shapes how Asian American fraternities address masculinity, the next section briefly 

reviews the status of Asian men in U.S. society.  

Asian American Masculinities 

According to the late historian Ronald Takaki (1989), the first significant wave of Asian 

immigrants were brought to the U.S. as cheap labor to fill the void after African Americans were 

freed from slavery. Since their arrival, at various times in history, exclusionary immigration 

policies and anti-miscegenation laws have prohibited Asian men from gaining citizenship, 

marrying, or even bringing their wives to the United States – an injustice to which even Black 

slaves had not been subjected (Cheng, 1999). According to Takaki (1989), a sense of masculinity 

was stripped from these men because they could no longer reproduce or form nuclear families.  

Scholars have also argued that the media further emasculated Asian American men on a 

broader normative scale through recurrent portrayals of them as being cheap, misogynistic, 

effeminate, or asexual (Shek, 2006; Mok, 1998). Films as early as the 1920s began promoting 

the stereotype of the “Yellow Peril,” which portrayed Asian men as devious and sinister (Mok, 
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1998). Widely viewed images, such as the bucked toothed Asian man from the movie “Breakfast 

at Tiffany’s,” tend to characterize Asian men as nerds, who are both physically and socially 

inferior to their White counterparts. According to Cheng (1999), such portrayals of Asian men 

through American cinema, fashion, and advertising are essentially powerful and sophisticated 

forms of modern-day racism. Over time, American film and television roles for Asian men have 

become more varied, but Mok (1998) claims that, far too often, they are still portrayed one-

dimensionally in paradoxical ways as being either sexless or sexually deviant creatures.  

The negative stereotypes of Asian American men yield harmful effects. In one study, for 

example, Cheng (1996) found that, in spite of having higher qualifications than their college 

classmates, Asian American men were the least likely to be chosen for leadership positions 

across all racial and gender groups. Asian American men also report a significantly higher 

awareness of racism than their female counterparts, and some attribute this to a form of racism 

toward Asian Americans that has historically targeted men (Kohatsu, 1992 in Shek, 2006). While 

stereotypes of Asian women as exotic and hypersexual, for example, are contemptible, Mok 

(1998) maintains that those images have not increased social distance between Asian American 

women and other groups nor obstructed their opportunities to rise to prominent or desirable 

positions in the public eye. In contrast, some studies have found that the pervasive negative 

stereotypes of Asian American men contribute to a preference for White male partners even 

among some Asian American women (Chua & Fujino, 1999; Mok, 1998).  

These pervasive and negative stereotypes, in part, shape the context within which 

members of Asian American fraternities develop a collective sense of masculinity. Liu (2002) 

maintains that Asian American men may reluctantly adopt aggressive behavior as a strategy to 

negotiate and endure racism in order to gain patriarchal privilege, while Jones (2004) claims that 
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marginalized men seek out alternative means to prove their manhood because they have been 

denied political and social means for achieving masculinity. Indeed, drawing from the findings 

of his 1998 quantitative study, Chan concluded that Asian American men tend to have an 

extremely conflicted sense of their masculinity because they must simultaneously accept and 

reject the dominant White masculine norm in search of alternative definitions of masculinity.  

A Gender Social Representation Framework 

To guide our study, we draw from theories of gender social representation, which illuminate how 

power and privilege can affect the ways that Asian American men choose to negotiate and 

construct their own sense of masculinity. In this framework, gender is believed to be socially 

constructed through stereotypes or characteristics widely agreed upon by society as typical of 

either men or women (Courtenay, 2000). Although men are often privileged in society, according 

to Kumashiro (1999), the intersection between racial and gender identities can supersede any one 

representation. These intersected racial and gender stereotypes can lead to new and unique forms 

of oppression, as in the case for Asian American men. At the same time, Gerson and Peiss (1985) 

state that gender is “a set of socially constructed relationships” and it can be “produced and 

reproduced through people’s actions” (p. 327). Thus, gender “is better understood as a verb than 

as a noun” (Courtenay, 2000, p. 1387) because, unlike biological sex differences, gender is not 

intrinsic within oneself, but instead demonstrated or achieved through social interactions and 

relationships (Bohan, 1993), and can function to create and uphold unequal power relations.  

The basic premise of social representation theory implies that, despite emasculating racial 

stereotypes, Asian American men can actively shape their own sense of masculinity. Chua and 

Fujino (1999) claim that Asian American men possess some agency in negotiating and 

reproducing dominant masculine norms, which “refers not only to the power men have over 
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women, but also the way some men have power over other men” (p. 393). This agency, however, 

may be somewhat limited. In his study, Kumashiro (1999) found that “feminine” stereotypes of 

Asian American men often forced them to reject their Asian racial identity in order to conform to 

dominant male norms. Alternatively, Chua and Fujino (1999) suggest that some Asian American 

men in college have been able to negotiate new and expanded notions of non-dominant 

masculinity, which is not viewed in opposition to femininity or racial identity. They also found 

that masculinity was considered a more important component of male self-concept for White 

men than for Asian American men, as White men had much more negative perceptions of 

reverse gender roles such as doing domestic work.  

Guided by this social representation framework, we examined the unique challenges 

faced by heterosexual Asian American male undergraduates as they develop their sense of 

masculinity. Specifically, this study investigates if and how membership in an Asian American 

fraternity mediates an undergraduate’s sense of masculinity. 

Methods 

In this study, we employed a phenomenological approach, which focused on understanding the 

“lived experiences” of the participants involved in the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) and 

provides full, detailed descriptions of the phenomenon under study (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

We sought to add to the scarce knowledge concerning how Asian American men negotiate their 

own sense of masculinity. In doing this, we focused on the unique context of Asian American 

fraternities. Due to page restrictions, we will only briefly overview our methods but can provide 

a more detailed explanation upon request. 

We interviewed 31 undergraduate Asian American fraternity members in 6 focus groups 

consisting of 4-6 participants each. We screened prospective participants to select a sample of 
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students with variability in terms of years of fraternity involvement and ethnic background. The 

resulting sample included 4 freshmen (13 percent), 9 sophomores (29 percent), 7 juniors (22 

percent), 7 seniors (22 percent), and 4 students in their fifth year of college or more (13 percent). 

The ethnic make-up of the sample was somewhat skewed with 22 participants identifying as 

Chinese (70 percent). The rest of the sample consisted of 5 Vietnamese (18 percent), 2 Koreans 

(6 percent), 2 Filipinos (6 percent), and 1 Japanese student (3 percent).  Four of these students, or 

13 percent of the sample, identified as multi-ethnic or multi-racial.  Individual participants were 

recruited from four chapters of two distinct longstanding Asian American fraternal organizations, 

which were located at three different public universities in California. The focus group 

interviews were guided by a semi-structured interview protocol, which addressed the following 

broad thematic areas: (1) The extent to which fraternity members recognize stereotypes about 

Asian American men, and (2) whether and how participation in a fraternity mediates member’s 

sense of masculinity and other forms of development, both social and academic. This semi-

structured technique allowed us to respond to the situation at hand, while also increasing the 

understanding of the phenomenon in question (Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998).  

Findings 

Through systematic analyses of the interview data, several themes emerged related to the general 

purpose of the study. While it was difficult to separate the overlapping effects of race and 

gender, given the purposes of this study, we focused the analyses only on the themes that relate 

broadly to masculinity. 

Recognition of Stereotypes 

All of the participants in our study demonstrated an acute awareness of the demeaning 

stereotypes of Asian American men as being nerdy, socially awkward, and physically 
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inadequate. As one fraternity member articulated, some of the most common stereotypes of 

Asian American men are that they are “good at math, smart, someone to cheat off of, or plays 

computer games and video games all the time.” Another participant referenced the term “F.O.B.” 

or “fresh off the boat” as a term that is often applied to characterize Asian men. He added that 

this stereotype contributes to Asian American men’s lack of social acceptance as they are widely 

held as being “foreign” or “un-American.”  Others also recognized that these stereotypes have 

had a negative impact by compelling people to treat Asian men with “disrespect.” As one 

participant described, “Like I’ve met racist people, and I’ve seen White people walk all over 

other Asian people, but I definitely think that’s part of the Asian male image I guess.”   

Participants also commonly recognized stereotype differences between Asian American 

men and women, as one member noted: 

I think like Asian males get more of a negative connotation than Asian females. Cause, I 

mean, if you refer to Asian girls, usually the stereotype is they’re intelligent or attractive 

or something, but if you talk about an Asian guy, he’s just like some F.O.B. or he’s just 

some nerd. 

According to some participants, stereotypes that promote the “exotification” of Asian American 

women were highly problematic, but they also added that these stereotypes tended to present 

more attractive and socially acceptable images than the often unappealing or threatening images 

of Asian American men. Similarly, Chua and Fujino (1999) found that women in general, 

including Asian Americans, tend to think of Asian American men as generally less attractive 

than White men. Previous research by Mok (1998) on the effects of stereotypical media images 

also show that Asian women are generally viewed as being more desirable, and are subsequently 

more likely than Asian men to be accepted into American society. In effect, study participants 
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appear to recognize that, when stereotypes intersect both gender and race, they advance unique 

forms of oppression as suggested by Kumashiro (1999). 

While negative stereotypes appear to affect the ways that others uniquely perceive Asian 

American men, stereotypes also shaped their sense of belonging and the ways they viewed 

themselves, as one student explained: 

When I was younger, there were a lot of stereotypes of Asian people. You feel the 

perception, like you can feel it right away when you’re there. You feel like you 

don’t belong. You don’t fit in. 

Many of the participants spoke about having internalized the negative stereotypes about Asian 

American men while growing up, which they believe had adversely affected their self-

confidence. For example, several of the participants described themselves as having been shy, 

unconfident, and somewhat socially awkward before they joined their fraternity. Before finding 

their current peer support structure, these men noted that they lacked opportunities to address 

their low self-image and to improve upon their leadership and social skills. Because of their 

fraternity membership, some also acknowledged being viewed now by peers in a slightly 

different way, “As a fraternity we’re all Asians, so they think groups of Asians are all like gang 

members, but then like I guess when society looks at one Asian person, I guess we’re geeky.”  

Few Alternatives for Meaningful Engagement  

The study participants cited a multitude of reasons for joining an Asian American fraternity but 

one common thread was a feeling of isolation or neglect. Several participants described feeling 

disengaged when they first entered college. As one study participant explained, “I wanted to be 

more involved, and I lived off campus for my first year, so it was kind of hard.” Another 

participant reported feeling severe isolation after he first arrived on campus: 
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I was pretty depressed. I hated this place. I’m pretty sure if I didn’t do it, like if I 

didn’t meet them, I probably would have moved back home. They just kinda gave 

us something, like a family away from home you know. Like you get a sense of 

belonging. 

Even those who did not feel as isolated and were relatively satisfied with college complained 

that, except for members of Asian American fraternities, no other students or staff on campus 

actively reached out to them. One participant noted that fraternity members had made a strong 

positive impression on him when they assisted new students and their parents on “move-in day”, 

whereas another participant claimed that, “everyday during the fall, they called us up.” 

  Not only did members of Asian American fraternities actively recruit students, but many 

who eventually joined noted few other options for campus engagement. Some indicated that 

many of their Asian American male friends and roommates outside of the fraternity were 

disengaged from campus life because there were so few social options for them. For example, 

one fraternity member explained the following: 

I decided to commit myself to something, and honestly like one of the reasons I 

decided to do [fraternity name] was because my roommates don’t do anything. 

They have their own group of friends. They’re actually really close, but all they 

do is just play video games and just smoke pot all day. 

Many participants admitted that if it had not been for their fraternity involvement, they probably 

would have ended up much like their friends who spent the bulk of their time hanging out in their 

room doing “nothing” worthwhile. Perhaps those friends were not taking the initiative to identify 

extramural pursuits. However, nearly all participants described feeling overlooked and 

unsupported when they did take an initiative, which likely contributed to their strong sense of 
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disengagement from campus life prior to joining their fraternity. One participant aptly stated, “I 

don’t think the campus even knows or cares about us,” while another confirmed, “Yeah. We 

pretty much get ignored.” The consensus among participants was that their universities 

frequently ignored the unique struggles for Asian American men, and this conclusion 

subsequently led to the perception that their campuses did not care about their existence.  

 Why not join the many other student clubs, athletic teams, or even mainstream Greek-

letter organizations that exist on campus? Many did not do so because those options did not 

adequately address their multiple needs, as one member described: 

I feel like a lot of times sports teams can kinda be the same. They get you to all 

work together. If you don’t have a sense of belonging, you can join a sports team. 

It’s a group of people trying to strive for a common goal. The difference between 

a sports team and a fraternity is a sports team a lot of times is determined on your 

ability to do that specific sport… versus an Asian fraternity is not based on like a 

physical performance. It’s not dependent on your size and stuff. It’s more on your 

will to do something. Anyone can join. 

Likewise, other campus clubs were not structured to provide deeper friendships and higher levels 

of commitment sought by many of these men. As for the mainstream Greek-letter system, 

participants discussed how it remained relatively segregated by race on their campuses, whereas 

the Asian American fraternities devoted countless hours toward recruiting Asian American men. 

Their approach to membership was distinctively different from the mainstream Greek 

organizations because those fraternities could simply attract new members with little if any effort 

since they were well established and drew from a larger pool of White students. With few 
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satisfactory alternatives for addressing their needs, Asian American fraternities came to hold a 

very unique role in developing both the gender and racial identities of these men.  

Addressing the Unmet Needs of Asian American Men 

Another major theme that emerged from the data concerns the broad purpose of Asian American 

fraternities, which many participants stated is first and foremost to provide a service to Asian 

American men by cultivating friendships, philanthropy, and the awareness of Asian American 

issues. For instance, when selecting new members, several fraternity members said they 

purposefully sought out unassuming and socially awkward individuals, who stood to benefit 

most from the leadership opportunities and social networks that their fraternities had to offer. 

One fraternity member explained the following: 

I know about what this fraternity provides. Which one of these guys can we 

actually really help? Which one of these guys can we make a difference to? No 

offense to them, but you see a square kinda kid walking around. Talking to him, 

you’re like this guy has the potential to be something more and better, and those 

are the kinda people I look for. 

Thus, while it was not the official purpose of the organizations to serve Asian American men 

who could benefit from the unique social structure of their fraternity, this was widely understood 

as one of the objectives of the fraternity. One member discussed this unspoken rule: 

It’s just like unwritten, you know. I don’t think anyone ever said it, but it’s in 

everyone’s mind. Members of the fraternity know what it represents, how it 

helped us. No one ever said this to me. I just understood that that’s what it is, you 

know, how we can utilize this fraternity to help people. 
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Unlike the perception of mainstream fraternities as elite and exclusive, Asian American 

fraternity members aimed to provide an accessible and supportive environment for men with 

particular needs that are unmet by other campus activities. And, this function clearly speaks to 

the significance of Asian American fraternal organizations in the lives of these men. 

Participants described how membership has had a positive effect on their level of self-

confidence and capacity to navigate their social and academic environments. As one participant 

declared, “I’m more able to find what I need because I used to be a pretty shy person, but I’m 

more able to approach professors and stuff now.” The participants attributed this positive change 

in their social and academic self-confidence to long-term membership in the fraternity, as well as 

to the pledging process. One member described a healthy change in his sense of wellbeing 

resulting from the initiation activities, “You finally achieve like that sense of like peace, like you 

can’t explain it, but you just have to go through it yourself.” Other members reported that the 

pledging process helped them “become a better man”, “gives you this confidence” and enabled 

them to realize their hidden potential after overcoming some of their own physical and 

psychological limitations:  

I know for me, part of the reason I did it was to prove to myself I could. Like I 

don’t know if it’s masculinity, but I mean like it’s like getting past that stereotype, 

to be more than just the stereotypical nerdy Asian. 

Indeed, many participants pointed to the restrictive nature of Asian male stereotypes in limiting 

their potential prior to joining the fraternity. Those stereotypes discussed earlier appear to have 

severely affected how these men chose and performed social representations of gender and race. 

For example, one fraternity member provided his personal reasons for engaging in such an 

emotionally and physically demanding pledging process: 
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If you’re known to be good at academics, and you prove yourself in another way 

either physically, emotionally, or mentally, of course it feels better than doing 

what everybody else expects you to do. I feel good doing good on a test, but I feel 

great by accomplishing so much physically and emotionally on top of that. 

 In addition to gains in overall self-confidence and wellbeing, participants reported that 

fraternity involvement also enhanced their leadership and their social networking skills. They 

discussed how the responsibilities of managing an organization provided them with meaningful 

opportunities to practice and develop leadership capacity. They also indicated vast improvements 

in their social skills, attributed to the sheer numbers of people they came in contact with through 

various fraternity events. Opportunities to develop their leadership capacity and social 

competence were especially salient for these men because those experiences provided them with 

alternative forms of expression that extended beyond the negative stereotypes that diminished 

their sense of masculinity. In short, membership has its privileges, and in this case, it enabled 

these young men to embrace both their racial and gender identities. This unique context for 

developing their sense of masculinity, however, has its share of shortcomings. 

Overcompensation through Hyper-masculinity   

The pervasive stereotypes appear also to have another distinct impact on masculinity within the 

context of fraternity membership. While the participants refrained from disclosing details about 

their new member initiation process, many described the process in general terms as being 

physically demanding and at times violently abusive. That hazing occurs during the pledging 

process for Asian American fraternities is widely known within university circles. Several 

members admitted to having knowingly engaged in the hazing process despite having some 

initial reservations. One member explained the following:  
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Yeah I did hear about hazing. Like I heard it was pretty much the hardest hazing 

fraternity on campus. So like I heard about it, so you have to like think about it, 

but it didn’t stop me. 

Participants acknowledged that reports of hazing and physical abuse had negative consequences 

in terms of their organization’s reputation within the university community and also among their 

friends and family back home.  Many participants also noted that the severe hazing contributed 

to them being viewed as gangsters by their friends outside the fraternity, as one member 

described: 

I’m pretty sure like everything I got out of them was all negative. They all were 

pretty much like scared for me.  Almost like, “Don’t do it man.” You know, all 

they hear about are bad rumors, so then they’re like, “Oh yeah, so you guys are 

like a gang and stuff huh?” 

Another fraternity member explained why Asian American fraternities adopt such severe 

physically oriented rituals and processes: 

I think for White people, I think it’s more about the name and a sense of fun. I 

feel like we’re tougher because of pride. We’re proud to be in this Asian 

fraternity. We’re also kind of representing the Asian community, so seeing it 

racially that’s why there’s so much more hazing because when we cross, what we 

want to represent is like “We are Asians and we are tough.” You know, we’re 

able to do this because we feel like we are representing more than just like our 

specific house, but like the Asian community of men.” 
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While participants offered competing explanations for the severe physical and sometimes 

violent nature of the pledging process, Asian male stereotypes were regularly cited as a 

motivating factor for engaging in hazing: 

I live with a lot of White people back in my dorm, and there’s definitely that 

“You’re Asian. You’re weak,” whatever crap you get. Like definitely being in a 

fraternity, it kind of goes to show a point. Like they kind of respect you more. 

Like they don’t think less of you as a man. 

Although members might suffer from a negative public perception for participating in an 

organization that is physically abusive, this perception ironically enhances their sense of 

masculinity. That is, these men may well be resisting effeminate and emasculating stereotypes by 

engaging in hyper-masculine behaviors. The above comment suggests that the severe physical 

abuse endured by fraternity members enables them to challenge longstanding negative 

representations of Asian males as socially and physically inferior. However, the irony is that by 

engaging in abuse, they effectively reinforce another set of equally problematic stereotypes of 

Asian American males as violent and threatening. 

 Likewise in expressing their masculinity, many of the participants admitted to spending a 

considerable amount of time and energy throwing parties, smoking, binge drinking, and 

objectifying women. As expressed by one participant, “of course there is the stereotype of all 

fraternity people in general of being perhaps cocky or like always trying to get with girls.” 

However, by engaging in such behaviors, they not only expand their opportunities to interact 

more frequently with women, but also perceive themselves as being more fun-loving and 

attractive than the stereotypical Asian man. As one fraternity member described: 
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A lot of times like girls are just kind of like “He knows how to have fun. He’s 

able to have humor. He’s able to have a lot of friends. He’s just a very likeable 

person.”  At the same time, some people say, “Oh, he’s going to be a player 

‘cause I’m sure he meets a lot of women.” 

Some participants seemed to recognize the shortcomings of having their organization viewed as 

being hyper-masculine, admitting that their reputation for drinking and hazing made it much 

“harder to attract like the right type of people.” 

 Discussion 

To appreciate what those organizations mean to members and their development, one must 

recognize the unique impact demeaning stereotypes popularized through the media have had on 

Asian American men’s sense of masculinity. We found that Asian American fraternity members 

were acutely aware of and sensitive to those popular social representations of Asian men. For 

many, their lives prior to joining a fraternity had been constrained by the norms that shaped those 

stereotypes. Participants in the study reported on how those norms and expectations negatively 

affected their sense of masculinity and limited the range of their social expressions. However, 

consistent with social representation theory, participants adopted a different set of norms through 

fraternity membership, which provided them with a stronger sense of agency to resist the 

negative stereotypes and to expand their potential. Accordingly, participation in these 

organizations enables Asian American undergraduates to develop in ways that embrace both 

their racial and gender identities, rather than having to minimize one identity in order to embrace 

the other. In this way, these organizations fulfilled unmet needs of participants by providing one 

of the few platforms and support structures for them to resist the dominant norms that confine 

their sense of self and range of social expressions, especially with respect to masculinity.  
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However, the results of this study also indicate that Asian American fraternity members 

collectively resist emasculating stereotypes through hyper-masculinity, evidenced by extreme 

social behaviors such as participation in hazing, binge drinking, and the objectification of 

women. These findings are consistent with previous research (Liu, 2002; Jones, 2004) that 

suggest that the marginalized status of Asian American men may lead some to overcompensate 

and seek out more extreme ways to express their masculinity. As such, fraternity members often 

participated and consented to being hazed as a rite of passage to validate their masculinity in 

light of the longstanding demeaning social representations. However, it would be somewhat 

misleading to say that these Asian American men are complicit with all hegemonic forms of 

masculinity. Contrary to Chan’s (1999) argument that fraternity members “[strive] to be as 

mainstream as possible” we found evidence of extreme physical, sometimes violent behavior, 

which is relatively uncharacteristic of mainstream predominantly White fraternities (Haley, 

2009; Jones, 2004). These opposing strategies of acquiescence and defiance of dominant norms 

embodied the dual and conflicting identities of Asian American men shaped by the contradictory 

stereotypical position of these men in society (Chua and Fujino, 1999). 

Conclusion and Implications 

Although joining an Asian American fraternity has mixed effects on developing undergraduates’ 

sense of masculinity, study participants were unable to find alternatives on campus that 

supported and assisted Asian male students in navigating the unique challenges related to their 

development. Their options will not likely improve if educators continue to ignore Asian 

American students and create policies, programs, and services based on the myth that they are 

successful and do not suffer from social disadvantages (Kawaguchi, 2003; Yeh, 2002). This 

study raises not only concerns about social representation in the lives of students, but also 
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awareness about the unmet needs of Asian American students. Our hope is that educators and 

counselors will use the overall pattern of findings from this study to develop policies and 

programs that effectively support Asian American men. For instance, fraternity members 

commonly benefit from certain aspects of the pledging process, but this process need not include 

hazing. Were it not for the social pressures linked to stereotypes, these Asian men would have 

fewer reasons to engage in severe physical hazing. If Asian American undergraduates had more 

options to address those stereotypes in constructive and educationally appropriate ways, 

physically abusive practices will more likely give way to a healthier process toward developing 

one’s sense of masculinity.  

Among the four fraternity chapters in this study, two had been operating “underground” 

after being suspended many years prior for policy violations, in which the participants had no 

direct involvement.  We included such chapters, who were no longer under formal university 

oversight, because they revealed unique patterns concerning masculinity.  Without having 

supportive structures in place, suspending or cutting ties with minority fraternities and causing 

them to go “underground” is a poor solution. By doing this, the colleges effectively eliminated 

key guidance and support systems for those students. As it stands, Asian American interest 

fraternities are already relatively self-regulated and only loosely governed by undergraduates and 

inexperienced alumni rather than a paid staff of fulltime professionals and trained educators 

(Haley, 2009). We agree with Walter Kimbrough, who after conducting extensive research on 

ethnic fraternities has reached the conclusion that “the institution has to play a much bigger role 

in those organizations than in predominantly White organizations” (Haley, 2009, para. 12). For 

instance, a few institutions have provided venues for students to explore and discuss issues of 

masculinity through mentoring programs, support groups, workshops, and courses addressing 
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Asian American issues. By working with these fraternities rather than eliminating them, colleges 

stand to better support these undergraduates in the long run. 

Fraternity members must also recognize that continued violence and physical abuse not 

only jeopardizes the existence of Asian American fraternities but also presents a real and 

imminent threat to the lives of young men. Despite the existence of a true headquarters, the 

students and alumni charged with leading these organizations must begin to utilize the wealth of 

training and resources available to them through universities and professional associations. 

Accordingly, Greek affairs advisors should improve their outreach efforts and become more 

responsive to the unique needs of the Asian Greek-letter community, which has experienced 

unprecedented expansion in recent years (National APIA Panhellenic Association, 2007).  
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