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Consequences of Classification 

 Labels exist everywhere around us.  They are on our food, our streets, and perhaps most 

importantly, they are placed on people.  Labels are placed on people for various reasons.  They 

could be insults, compliments, or simply a way of classifying someone.  Labels are used because 

they give a large amount of information in a few words.  A package labeled chips tells us that it 

is most likely crispy, flavorful, and unhealthy.  Labels allow us to draw conclusions about an 

object which are more often than not, correct.  However, labels can also be used derogatively 

which causes problems to arise.  Derogative labels such as stereotypes cause people to draw 

conclusions about others that are often misleading and incorrect.  Despite the drawbacks of 

labels, they exist prominently throughout the world because their benefits outweigh the 

negatives for the majority of the population.  Because of this, labels are thoroughly influential 

on someone’s life because of the sheer quantity that any one person encounters throughout a 

lifetime.  Negative labels, such as chink, have had a profound influence in my life, causing me to 

change who I am, secluding me from my family, and disrupting my passion for life. 

 I was labeled a “chink” before I had first opened my eyes.  Long before I had been born, 

I had obtained a preset group of labels which generalized me as one of many.  Whether it was 

Asian, male, or baby, these labels all served to inform the world about me and who I was.  The 

most important of these labels, however, must have been my name, which gave me and 

identity and a word to comfort me when lost in myself.  When I was young, fresh into the 3rd 



grade however, I encountered racial stereotypes of my own for the first time.  There were 

several people at my school who would use the word “chink” to refer to Chinese children.  They 

used to term to describe our features and behaviors as well.  We had “chinky” eyes and spoke 

with words such as, “ching chong”.  In “FOBS” vs. “Twinkies”: The New Discrimination is 

Interracial, author Grace Hsiang describes how, “In the Asian community, the slurs heard most 

often are not terms such as “Chink” or “Jap”, but rather “FOB” (“Fresh Off the Boat”) or “white-

washed” (too assimilated)” (Hsiang, pg. 306).  However, her experiences are contradictory to 

my own. I rarely heard the terms FOB or white-washed from Asian-American people. However, 

I did hear the terms “chink” and “FOB” from people outside my ethnicity.  I was surrounded by 

a flood of racism which I was unable to respond to.  I grew self-conscious of my appearance and 

mannerisms, trying to distance myself from the words that they used to label me.  As a result, I 

distanced myself from both my culture and my family. I desperately tried to become “white-

washed” in order to fit in.  I wore different clothing, read books to speak more “American”, and 

ate more American food.  Instead of bringing Chinese food to school for lunch, I ate Lunchables 

and typical American paper-bag lunches.  However, I was never able to completely shake off 

the labels that bullies had given me.  Despite my change in mannerisms and actions, the labels 

stuck with me, simply because of my race.  All my efforts to change were futile. As a result of 

this, I grew more and more distanced from my ethnicity, culture, and kinsmen.  My disdain 

toward my own people grew, and I began to use the labels placed on me toward the people I 

once called my friends, family, and allies.   

 Labels caused me to view my family and culture differently.  I became very anti-Chinese 

in my actions and beliefs.  I stopped practicing Buddhism and all the other Chinese practices 



that my parents exercised.  I saw them as stupid, impractical with nothing to back up all their 

beliefs.  They were nothing but mere superstitions, a waste of my time and theirs.  Most of my 

hatred towards these practices, however, was biased, fueled by my growing loathing of myself 

and my people.  I grew distanced from my family and their attempts to draw me back into their 

lives were all for naught.  I was sullen and cold at home toward the people who had been there 

for me my whole life.  I knew it was wrong, but I was powerless to stop myself.  I was not 

mature enough to understand that I had the power to prove labels and people wrong. I did not 

understand that what a person thought of me did not have to define me.  I could only act 

according the cards I was dealt, no matter how unfair I thought it was.  The actions that I took 

to distance myself from my culture caused me to be unable to connect with my siblings, 

parents, and others that were essential to my growth as a person.  Because of all the steps I 

took to become anti-Chinese, I ended up becoming nothing more than an imitation of others, 

with no self-definition and meaning to my life.   

 My lack of direction showed, especially in my schoolwork and extracurricular activities 

due to the circumstances I faced.  My grades dropped, my attendance suffered, and my social 

life which I had tried to improve had not gotten much better.  The people I once allied myself 

with now saw me as a traitor to my culture and the people who out casted me in the first place 

still refused to accept me as I was.  I was essentially alone, a fate I had tried so hard to avoid by 

changing myself.  I had nobody and nothing to take solace in.  My school attendance suffered 

because I simply was not interested in attending school.  I saw school as nothing more than a 

sinkhole that consumed my time and effort.  As a result, my parents’ pride in having me as a 

son suffered.  Once an honor student and at the top of his class, I was now a truant whose 



future was questionable.  Outside of school, there was very little to look forward to at home.  

The activities I had once enjoyed so thoroughly, such as playing the violin, had come to a halt.  I 

had practiced from a very young age, not because of pressure from my parents, but because I 

loved playing it.  However, playing a violin was and is still seen as a typical Chinese activity.  

People stereotype the violin as a Chinese instrument and insist that all Chinese children learn to 

play it, or the piano in some cases.  My favorite past-time was forbidden from me, locked away 

from me through my own means.  My only consolation was that I had “bettered” myself and 

was becoming more “American”, a true patriot and citizen. However, these false hopes and 

beliefs still trail me to this day.  I retain a disdain for Chinese culture despite knowing that it is 

both illogical and immature.  No matter how much I try to forget the past and put it behind me, 

change does not come easy.  My past is and will continue to be a part of me, however much I 

try to change myself.  The labels I was given at an early age had such a drastic impact on the 

person I am today and the person I will be in the future. 

 Labels can be both destructive and creative forces that thoroughly change someone’s 

outlook in life.  The power of words is often underestimated which is why people use them so 

freely.  However, they must understand that words can have an incredible influence on 

someone’s life.  They are not “mere” words, but tools that can be used to shape a person and 

their life.  Words must be treated carefully, especially when being used to label a person rather 

than objects because of the powerful effects they can hold.  People must be sure to ensure that 

the well-being of others is placed before the convenience gained by using labels and 

stereotypes.  Labels are something that can stick with someone throughout their life, no matter 

how hard they try to shake them off, as in my case.  My labels continue to define and haunt me 



as I move forward with a new outlook on life.  Despite this, I am hopeful that I can prove the 

labels, and the people behind them wrong, because the future is bright and worth looking 

forward to. 
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