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~

W’hen 1 offered myself up as the token minority, I rolled my eyes and
thought, “Somebody’s got to do it.” In August 2020, the idea of having
an all-white diversity committee at our Seattle rowing club bordered on
satire: too earnest, too oxymoronic to be taken seriously. To be honest, I'd
laughed when I first heard about it. Then I felt sheepish. Then I volunteered.

Sitting in my home office, in the lull before the other three committee
members joined our weekly Zoom call, I chatted with the young guy leading
the committee. We're a generation apart but found something in common:
he currently works for the federal government. Before my retirement ten
years ago, I did too.

Knowing that his agency, with oversight over mine, was traditionally
a wary adversary, I broached what I hoped was a benign topic. “So is your
agency unionized?”I asked. That had been a huge human resources headache
facing the Environmental Protection Agency management team as I was
leaving government. Some job classifications were being unionized while
others were not. As managers, we wondered how we could treat everyone
equitably if the union imposed certain conditions on dealing with “their”
people.

“Yes,” he said matter-of-factly, as if it had always been that way. “Why?”

I started to explain that unionizing the professional staff had once been
controversial. “Well, when I was a manager at the EPA, we were trying to
figure out how that would work. You see—"

He broke in, “Oh? You were a manager?”

Thwap. 1 felt my eyes narrow while the rest of my body flinched. Why
was he surprised? Had he just reframed me as the enemy, a symbol of
the historic distrust between unions and management? Or maybe he was
thinking, “Ah, this explains her bossy attitude.” Or worse: he may be revealing
a deep implicit bias—he didn't envision Asian Americans, especially women,
in management. Was it our well-documented lack of representation—he'd
never seen a female Asian American manager before? Had he bought into
the model minority stereotype of Asian Americans as hard workers with



excellent technical skills, but not powerful enough to lead? Damn the media.
Too few Asians have been portrayed with the strengths that characterize
leaders in white America. No wonder “management material” doesn't leap
to mind.

But his comment cut deeper than it should. It felt more personal
Today’s social landscape may have primed me to take offense, to instinctively
condemn him for being insensitive. But was I being unfair, too judgmental?
He knew nothing of my history, my family’s generations of banging on
citizenship’s iron gates, being told, “Wed hire you/promote yowlet you
live in our neighborhood/let you join our club if you weren't Chinese.” He
couldn’t appreciate how long it took me, a Chinese American girl coming
of age in the 1960s, to overcome my culture’s throttling expectation to be
seen but not heard. He couldn’t know how hard it was for me to even aspire
to be a manager, to breach those cultural barriers, when my every success
was weighted by my parents’demands to do better, work harder, be the best,
because I had to be at least twice as good as a white person to get ahead.
He'd never feel the schism of identity—the secret guilty pride of believing I
could be the first in my family to crack the bamboo ceiling—if only I could
cast aside its accompanying accusation: “You're becoming too white!”

But if assimilation has taught me one thing, it’s to pump the brakes on
my outrage. If I turn offensive, I'll never get my message across, because
other people’s ears can slam as shut as mine have. So I paused to reframe the
situation, offer the benefit of the doubt: Did he sound incredulous, or was that
Just in my head?

~

When I was a manager in the late 1990s, the federal government issued a
report about the dearth of Asian American managers in federal service'.
At least that’s how I interpreted it. The report listed pay grades for Asian
Americans across all federal agencies, and as expected, Asian Americans
were clumped at the staff and administrative levels. The same was true in
our 680-person office. Three of us were managers, and despite glowing
performance reviews and multiple attempts, none would ever make it to the
executive team.

Years later, when I heard of a program aimed at correcting this inequality,
I knew I had to visit®.

In 2015, from the back of a well-lit classroom at the Stanford Graduate
School of Business, I looked across a sea of black hair. Never had I seen a
classroom like this. So many Asians! I hummed with excitement. Seated
before me were forty senior managers from a wide swath of companies: tech
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start-ups, international banks, and large firms with immediately recognizable
logos. Ranging in age from early thirties to mid-fifties, these women and
men had been tapped by their companies as people with potential, poised to
hit the board room, aimed for the executive ranks. Here to attend Stanford
University’s week-long Asian American Executive Program, they were ready
to crush the bamboo ceiling to the C-suite. In their casual Friday workwear,
they looked comfortable yet confident. I longed to be one of them, but for
me it was too late. I was here to observe, to listen, and to hope.

Program founders Buck Gee and Wes Hom were both born in the
United States—one in California, one in New York—to Chinese immigrant
families. Both grew up dirt poor. But higher education at Stanford, Harvard,
and NYU, plus ambition, catapulted them from working class to the C-suite.
Late in their careers, just before retiring from Cisco and IBM as vice
presidents, they looked around the executive ranks of their companies and
those they dealt with and saw themselves alone. “Where are the rest of us?”
they asked. Like them, many Asian Americans had joined tech companies
after college, but unlike them, never seemed to get beyond the ranks of
middle management. Why were they all stalling out? Post-retirement, Gee
and Hom surveyed five prominent Silicon Valley tech firms where nearly
half of the workforce was Asian American. Their informal observations were
confirmed: Asian American men comprised only 13.5% of the executives,
while Asian American women comprised a mere 3.1%’. The Asian American
“bamnboo ceiling” was almost four times worse than the much-hyped “glass
ceiling” for women. So they decided to do something about it. Working with
Hayagreeva “Huggy” Rao, a Stanford professor as warm as his name, they
developed the Asian American Executive Program?*.

The program, established in 2010, aims to train Asian Americans in the
social skills needed to thrive in corporate America. Some of the common
gaps they found: expectations of leaders and leadership, ability to speak up in
meetings, openly debating with one’s manager, and taking big risks. While
these behaviors are culturally difficult for many Asian Americans, companies
also bear some responsibility to notice and develop minority employees into
leaders and executives.

I can't tell you the specifics of the program, but I can tell you this: ifit
had existed twenty years ago, I'd have clamored to attend. If I'd been tapped,
I'd be ecstatic. It would have been a potent symbol, a clear declaration, an
affirmation: We see you.

~
Joining the boathouse’s diversity committee felt transgressive, like whining
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out loud. As a fourth-generation Chinese American with hardscrabble
ancestors in the California mining, laundry, gambling, and finally,
protessional ranks, I was raised to ignore racial slights, to rise above it all.
Calling out prejudice and admitting how carefully we had to navigate white
America was scorned as “playing the race card.” As weak. Yet recently I've
grasped that denving my ethnicity doesn’t erase it, nor does it allow me
to be fully seen as a friend, as a worker, even as a rower. So my internal
debate about joining the committee ended, as usual, on a rational argument:
representation. Perhaps I could amplify the credibility of the committee by
adding my voice and lived experience to the mix.

Yet even within this safe space I strain to make myself heard.

Partly it's the nature of this sport. Crew is singularly white. Tagged
from inception as an elitist, Ivy League, ultra-competitive pursuit, rowing is
only now recognizing a need to undo its history of exclusion. I picture my
third-generation American dad, an athletic, six-foot-tall, Boston University
medical student in the 1950s, watching the world-renowned, highly com-
petitive Head of the Charles Regatta from a bridge spanning the Charles
River. Marveling at the historic pageantry of the race, cheering for every BU
team streaming by, he would never have deigned to think he could break into
that old white boys’ club.

Then there’s demographics. Fifty years later, when [ first stepped into a
Seattle boathouse with my biracial teenage son for his introductory learn-to-
row class, I felt the sniff of its country club aura. The donor wall plaque was
etched with names that were not like mine. Pictures on the walls honored
people who didn’t look like me. Yet I expected nothing different. My circle
of friends, my workplaces, my neighborhood communities are, and always
have been, virtually all white. Federal laws from 1882 to 1965°¢ effectively
restricted Asian immigration, so throughout my childhood, there were very
few Chinese Americans. The 1960 US Census counted only 237,000 of us
in a total population of 179,300,000. A miniscule 0.13%. Therefore, to steel
myself against being treated like a perpetual curiosity, to will myself into
ignoring any stares or whispered asides, I pretend to blend in until someone
points out that I don’t. This uneasy truce requires an exquisite balance of
poise and suspicion, a snap judgment: Am I safe here? After a quick read of
the raftered, sweat-steeped boathouse amidst a throng of chatty parents and
their teens, I was more conscious of being a single mom than anything else.
I catalogued the lack of diversity as a given. I noticed it like I noticed that
most rowers were over six feet tall. What I noticed was my 6’1" son who
passes for white would fit in.

Turns out, Bryce shone at crew for two years, rising directly from novice
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to varsity. He became disciplined about time management. His grades
improved. In 2008, he and his team qualified for and rowed a 4+ at the Head
of the Charles Regatta, about which I was proud beyond reason. Jumping
up and down among a deafening crowd on a bridge spanning the Charles
River, I watched his boat surge toward me with tears streaming down my
face. Sweeping away my father’s existential angst felt like a burden lifted, a
promise kept. Our family’s century-and-a-half commitment to America was
paying off. In the thrill of that moment, I was convinced America loved us
back.

I was so overcome with gratitude that weeks later, when Bryce abruptly
announced he was done with rowing—choosing late night music gigs over
6 a.m. rows—I didn’t argue. I told myself that hed reached a pinnacle, a
personal best. And, I noted guiltily, a family best. His rowing the Head of
the Charles checked so many boxes. In the whitest of white spaces, we'd
finally breached those iron gates. Take zhat, America! We belong.

Yet there was more. As “Bryce’s mom,” I'd become embedded, even
welcomed, into the rowing community. And that’s when I became a rower.

~

Bryce turns thirty this year. After college he lived in the downtown hubs
of Portland, New York, and Philadelphia, where inclusion was a given and
“oppression tokens’—markers of marginalization—were applauded and
valued. Now that hes temporarily landed in rural Virginia, he’s living in an
alternate universe, a jolting reminder of the chasm between social factions
in America. But his lived experience is valuable. I can talk to him more
honestly about race and identity than I can with anyone else.

On a FaceTime call, he slides his headphones off his hipster mop of
brown hair and settles them around his neck. He's recording in his music
studio, the one he set up in his closet in Virginia. With a guitar perched on
his lap, he looks tired but happy. Behind him I see frayed thrift-store clothes
on hangers. Not only does the fabric muffle the sound for his neighbors, it
also cuts out background noise while he records. Seeing him in the cramped
confines of the closet is oddly reassuring. Also reassuring—in the shape of
his eyes is a hint of me.

His quizzical smile reminds me of my dad, now long gone. “So, what's
this about the boathouse diversity committee?” Our shared understanding
of boathouse culture makes this an easy entry. “Everyone knows that crew is
white. And elitist.”

“Well, we're trying to figure out how to make it less white. And less

elitist,”
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He snorts. “Good luck with that.”

“I 4now. I've told them that even if the boathouse becomes more
welcoming, minorities may still not want to join. If you've been code-
switching all day at work, why subject yourself to another all-white space for
recreation? Especially when surrounded by that air of elitism.”

“Yeah, you make it sound so appealing.” We laugh together. I'm warmed
by his humor, happy to speak freely.

“Well, here’s what's noz appealing about being on the committee,” I say. I
mention the almost singular focus on recruiting and retaining Black rowers.
“What about the rest of us?”

As the words leave my mouth, I'm aware I'm conflicted. I know that
the Black community has led the historic struggle for civil rights, lifting all
minorities, but I also don’t want other POC’s experiences to be discounted
in comparison. This is not a competition on who drew the worst hand, a
pointless argument that only pits us against each other. Suddenly the source
of my irritation becomes clear; on this committee, it’s personal. I want—no,
need—to see myself in our definition of diversity. In this space, and all others,
I don't want to be dismissed as “almost white.” Because when white people
see Asian Americans as white-adjacent, they can completely disregard our
existence, minimize our struggle, nullify our fraught and horrific history in
this country. They can whitewash my family’s truth of America.

Bryce nods. “Yeah, that’s so typical. America’s conversation on race is
stuck in the Black/white binary,” he says, and I could kiss him for validating
my point of view.

Eagerly I add, “Even some of my progressive friends don't get it. When
white people chime in with anecdotes of how they felt when they were the
‘minority’ in the room, I want to slap them and tell them they’re missing the
point.”

“Yeah, that’s a false analogy,” Bryce groans. “Turns out that the experi-
ence of being a minority within a microcosm of society is not comparable
to the experience being a minority within the macro setting. Both inside
and outside the room, they know they're still white, with all the power that
comes with it.”

I do a double take. He said #4ey. Who is 4e? Is he a wily chameleon, able
to take on my cloak of color when he talks with me, even as he understands
the privilege that comes from being white? Or my honest arbiter, helping me
to calibrate my feelings between those two worlds? Maybe, as a millennial,
he could help me understand the guy on the diversity committee.

I tell Bryce the details of our exchange. When 1 finish, he shrugs and
says, “Well, only you and he can speak to the type of tone he used. Sometimes
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I tell someone 1 grew up in Seattle and their response is, ‘Oh, you're from
Seattle?’ They aren't incredulous, just curious.”

I frown. That’s not what I want to hear. I press harder.

“But, ‘Oh, you were a manager?” I exaggerate my tone for effect, then
drop to my normal register. “Even if I were white, that sounds like he’s
questioning my competence. Besides, he should be aware that a comment
like that to a POC carries some different weight.”

“Yeah, that’s more problematic,” he concedes. “But the idea of someone
having to compulsively screen their language just to engage in a conversation
with a POC seems depressing.”

Why is he siding with #hem? I jut out my lower lip, a pout. “That’s why [
was taught to never bring it up. Don't want to make other people feel bad.”

Silence.

Humor often exposes deeper truth. Bryce senses my distress, and I'm
startled at how close to the surface it has come. The fog between us breaks.
In the space between thoughts and feelings, our discussion suddenly flips
from a purely intellectual exercise to a lived-in-the-skin reality. He sees me
slipping. Seams of my nicely woven “I'm just an American” storyline are
starting to split.

Bryce reaches out, a virtual hug. Gently he says, “You also don't want to
leave yourself in a purgatory of perceived affront. Just ask him.”

So I did. But by then, two weeks later, my indignation had waned, a
flamethrower to a candle. I'm ashamed to say I didn’t prosecute my case, ask
all my questions, wait expectantly as a thinly veiled accusation—What did
you mean by that?—twisted in the wind. Instead, on an audio call stripped
of visual cues, I glossed over our conversation and didn’t wait for his answer
before plowing forward, dispassionately explaining why, “Oh, you were a
manager?” might be offensive to some other, unnamed person of color who
might be more sensitive than me. Because even though today’s new paradigm
is to confront systemic racism through uncomfortable conversations, these
conversations make me uncomfortable too. All too often I've had to steel
myself for a disingenuous counterargument, crudely disguised as an innocent
question: Why can't I call you Oriental? Why can't I call it the China virus? But
the term “Chinese Wall” is used in law and business all the time! Why can't I say
that? All too often I've had to acquiesce and simply say, “Let’s move on,”
instead of being honest and yelling, “Because it’s racist!”

But on a committee where uncomfortable conversations are expected,
and even encouraged, what kept me from pressing my colleague for an
admission of bias? Or, less damning, a blind spot? Maybe I'm so grateful for
my hard-won enfranchisement that I'm reluctant to confront white fragility.
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Maybe I'm so assimilated that having a pointed argument on race feels
too transgressive. Maybe “trying to be accommodating” is written into my
lifeblood. Maybe I'm afraid of an awkward apology or, even worse, having to
suffer a justification that doesn't ring true.

It’s a familiar, dissonant roil, one I've only recently sought to understand.
Cathy Park Hong’s book, Minor Feelings: An Asian American Reckoning,
describes the situation so well that I was overcome with both the shock of
recognition (¢hat’s me!) and relief (I'm not the only one). She defines minor
feelings as “the racialized range of emotions that are negative, dysphoric,and
therefore untelegenic, built from the sediments of everyday racial experience
and the irritant of having one’s perception of reality constantly questioned
or dismissed”.” These are the feelings I've squelched all my life. As Hong
describes, “Minor feelings are also the emotions we are accused of having
when we decide to e difficult—in other words, when we decide to be honest.
When minor feelings are finally externalized, they are interpreted as hostile,
ungrateful, jealous, depressing, and belligerent, affects ascribed to racialized
behavior that whites consider out of /ine.” That’s me, too. Success, in White
America, demands restraint.

But by backing down, am I doing an even greater disservicer Because if
1, who have some sense of enfranchisement, am reluctant to speak truthfully,
how will those without that privilege have the courage to speak up and
believe they will be heard?

If we can’t talk about racism in a diversity committee, how will any other
white space have a chance?

~

In early 2021, I revisited the topic of Asian Americans hitting the executive
suite. How much progress have we made over the last twenty years? The
answer is, not much®’. In a broad 2020 analysis using EEOC National
Workforce Data'?, Buck Gee and his team found that all racial minorities
are underrepresented at the executive level relative to their professional
levels, and the largest disparity was for Asian American men and women.
Companies are eager to hire them, but not promote them. Since Asian
American women are subject to both racial and gender gaps, essentially a
“double whammy,” they, along with Black women, are least likely to advance.

~

As I gaze into the gallery view of another weekly Zoom call, the other
diversity committee members listen attentively while I rehearse my spiel

8 Fourteen Hills



for the annual members' meeting. I have three minutes to tell the boathouse
membership about the Inclusion Project, as we've dubbed our initiative, and
drum up support. I start with an apt sports reference, the Miami Marlins’
recent selection of Kim Ng as their new General Manager. “This is personal,
it means a lot to me,” I say, and while my delivery has been honed by years
of public speaking, my sincerity is genuine. “She’s the first woman, the first
Asian American woman, to be the GM of a major league baseball team.
She was qualified ten years ago! The only icon of my era, the only positive
representation we've had for almost a generation was,” I pause dramatically,
“Bruce Lee!”I lean in and stare straight into the camera. “Representation is
important. If you don't see anyone who looks like you, in the media, in your
workplace, and in your beathouse, you may feel you don't belong.” In the glow
of their computer screens, I can tell my cohorts appreciate my performance.

When 1 finish, there’s quick feedback. “Nice job!” “Maybe shorten the
committee introductions.” “Make sure to emphasize adult recruitment.” But
then comes a comment that knocks me back a thousand paces. Rubbing his
chin, the young guy says, almost tentatively, “So when you say ‘we,’ I'm not
sure I know who you're talking about.”

What? I hastily scan my notes for context, zero in on the ambiguous
pronoun. The only positive representation we've had for almost a generation...
My brow furrows. Why is that confusing? The answer hits me, and I feel an
adrenaline surge. The dam between my internal and external reality buckles
and bursts. ] finally tackle it head on.

With my forefinger, I draw circles around my face. “Look!” I exclaim,
“I'm not white!”

It's a pathetic laugh, but he laughs. Then, to my utter surprise he counters
with, “But will the audience know what you mean?”

There it is again: the curse of the almost-white. Not elevated enough to
be given equal power, not subjugated enough to be seen. Do I really have
to preface a personal statement about representation with, “As an Asian
American...”? Like the optical illusion where you see either a beautiful
young woman or a kerchiefed old hag, unconscious bias shows you what you
expect to see. Right now, I'm white in the boathouse. Weeks ago, I was an
unlikely Asian American manager.

I bite my lip, tamp down my incredulity. I remind myself to keep this
light: humor's a better teacher than humiliation. I paste on a broad smile as
I stare wild-eyed into the camera, loudly proclaiming, “I'll be on Zoom! They
can see my face! And my name!”

“Oh! Okay.” He looks away. He doesn't sound convinced. My heart sinks.
He doesn’t understand me! Then a resigned sigh, with its corollary thought. I'n

Brinp Spots 9



getting nowhere. I might as well quit.

But wait. Can there be another explanation? Am [ so layered with op-
pression tokens that he doesn't want to presume which one I'm referring to?
By invoking Kim Ng, I've surfaced at least three: Asian American female
manager in a male-dominated profession. By asking for clarification, is he
actually respecting my intersectionality and giving voice to me? Doing the
right thing?

Damn. My unconscious bias is showing.

In the world I was raised in, there was no such thing as an anti-racist. The
only two options were racist and not racist. On a personal and practical level,
that binary was useful in safeguarding myself from harm. But that binary
never imagined a change in paradigm, never imagined allies who actively work
against systemic racism. Layer on progressive ideas of intersectionality—the
mosaics of identity—and this is the nuanced worldview I've come to respect
in Bryce. And, I wryly note, that’s perhaps being exhibited by this young guy
leading the diversity committee. Should he get the benefit of the doubt?

Something in our exchange reminds me of one of my favorite cartoons
from Gary Larson’s 7he Far Side. 1 stifle a laugh and magically my mood lifts.
The first frame, labeled “What we say to dogs,” features a man pointing his
finger accusingly at his dog Ginger, who sits with perked ears as he repeats
her name and berates her for getting into the garbage. In the second frame,
the exact same graphic is labeled “What they hear,” and the man’s speech
bubble is filled only with “&lah blah Ginger blah blah blah Ginger.”

This failure of words reminds me that communication’s rarely perfect.
Even with a speaker who's precise about word selection and careful with
tone, the receiver, no matter who they are, interprets the message through
the lens of personal experience and unconscious bias. Divining intent,
especially with a skeptical ear, makes communication even more fraught.
Add to that a potentially charged topic, and no wonder it’s hard to have a
civil conversation, much less reach a common understanding, on issues like
race and diversity.

Now I have a deeper appreciation for this Far Side cartoon, for the
genius of Gary Larson. We've all been recipients of messages we don't fully
understand. The premise of the cartoon catches us at a key inflection point,
the breath of a moment when a significant change may occur.
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