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For O. and L.—
You are always enough and never too much.






INTRODUCTION

Among the many jarring transitions of arriving in the United States as an immigrant is the process of choosing a different name. The standard practice in the 1980s was to choose something American. Something that could roll off Western tongues with ease. My parents chose “Hannah.” They gave me something they thought was a gift. But even as a kindergartner, the idea of replacing something as central to my being as my name felt horrifying and inconceivable. My name was Han. My name is Han. Even back then, I knew I wasn’t a Hannah. Fuck Hannah (no shade to all the lovely Hannahs out there—you’re wonderful; it’s just not me). I refused to respond to anything but my real name. In school, while some of my classmates and teachers would get the pronunciation right on the first try, most struggled with clumsy approximations, getting hung up on that single syllable. Throughout my life, I’ve tried to make it easier for them with mnemonic devices (“Han, like Han Solo, without the Solo, Solo Han!” or “Han, like John”). But I came to this country with a name, an identity that predated the hyphen I was about to acquire.

This book is about that hyphen.

I saw that hyphen everywhere I looked in my large Chinese-American community, where most people embraced their new names. Sometimes, these Western cultural changes corresponded with life transitions. Between elementary school and middle school, Ping became Penny. Over the summer before high school, Luwei became Louise. When we graduated into our college years, Milu was suddenly Emily. I marveled at this dedication to rewire their reflexes, at their apparent ease at giving up parts of themselves to fit in. And who could blame them? After my first few years in the United States, I regretted not changing my name, wishing I could be something beautiful and multisyllabic, like Ambrosia. This longing deepened when the teasing started with playground taunts of “Hey, Ham!” and “Han Solo Ren and Stimpy.” Although I knew I wouldn’t change my name, I understood why my peers did, and like a social chameleon, I committed to changing everything else about myself to become whitewashed enough to blend in.

Looking back, I realize that clinging to my Chinese name was my first act of resistance. Even though I was going to grow up as a transplant in foreign soil, I could still choose to root my fragile and nascent sense of self in my original identity. This tension of retaining my selfhood while fitting in with my new environment—of discovering who I am while adapting just enough to what society expects of me in order to fit in—is the foundational building block of a Hyphenated life. It’s an experience and narrative that I’ve discovered are so common among individuals like me, who bristle at the demand to choose between who we are and how we are perceived. At the same time, we must always be prepared to display whichever aspect of our identity is required to survive.

What does it mean to live a Hyphenated life? So many of us toggle among the multiple layers of who we are across the diverse spaces we occupy. I am a Chinese-American, a 1.5-generation immigrant. A queer, polyamorous, cisgender woman and mother. English is my second language, but I’m no longer fluent in my native tongue. I’m also neurodivergent. Because of both nature and nurture, I move through life with the emotional intensity, scattered attention, and hypervigilance that can come with complex developmental trauma and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. This is how I see myself, but others see me differently. People who don’t have the Hyphenated experience or who don’t know me well might see me as a highly educated Asian-American woman with native English fluency who is married to a man and is well assimilated in the dominant Western culture.

You can say that most of my existence occurs in Hyphenated spaces. I experience privilege and oppression daily and am used to contorting myself to fit into the roles and expectations that society and work have laid out for me. But the truth is that both my lived experience and others’ perceptions of me are real, and yet there is space between these points of view.

When we talk about identity, we tend to combine our views of ourselves with the views of everyone who perceives us. But I encourage my clients to look at the space between these perspectives. Let’s break it down. We all have parts of ourselves that are the identity markers we might fill in on a form. Gender, race, education, weight, income. As individuals and as a society, we assign value and power to each of these parts. There is no end to the ways that supremacy culture—capitalism, patriarchy, racism—shapes our society. Modern society values some bodies more than others, specifically those that are male, white, able-bodied, cisgender, heterosexual, monogamously coupled, English-speaking, young, conventionally attractive, thin, extroverted, educated, Christian, and wealthy. The identity markers that hold more power are arbitrary, but their effects are not. Bias and discrimination create exceptional harm for those in marginalized positions. Some aspects of our identity are fluid across our lifespan and in various cultural contexts, determined by both our self-conceptualizations and our environments. But there are other markers—and hyphens—that follow us throughout our whole lives.

The individualistic and egocentric way of seeing our identities and positionality as one and the same has its roots in immense privilege and supremacy culture. Your identity is how you see yourself, whereas your positionality is how others and society situate you based on the power you hold in your observable identity markers. Privilege can be measured by how much your identity aligns with your positionality in ways that are socially and culturally powerful. And if you have a lot of privilege, you can navigate the world as you are, with the assumption that the world has been designed to see and accept you in the ways that you feel aligned to yourself. If you are a cisgender, heterosexual, European-American man, for example, your identity and positionality are aligned. There is little tension between how you see yourself and how the world sees you. However, the more marginalized identities you hold, visible or not, the more space appears between your identity and your social location. This is the space the hyphen occupies. For example, you may identify as a queer, nonbinary, mixed-race femme, but the world will still code you as a white woman. Your identities may not always sync with your social location and positionality. There might be times when you “pass” as a member of a dominant group and gain opportunities and privileges that you wouldn’t have had otherwise while also experiencing the very real pain of being misperceived or misrepresented. Folks who live in this space know the overt oppression, microaggressions, and invisible struggles that are part of everyday life. The stories, struggles, lessons, and wisdom of learning to commune with this in-between space are what this book is all about.


A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

Language is ever evolving. Even in the course of researching and writing this book, the vernacular for describing racialized people has shifted. For our purposes, I refer to nonwhite people as People of the Global Majority (PoGM). This term is becoming the more empowered evolution of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC), a term that originally sought to separate the unique experiences of oppression of Black and Indigenous people from those of other racialized individuals. BIPOC was confusing though, as many people thought it stood for Black Indigenous People of Color and only applied to Black and Indigenous individuals. While the term PoGM does not highlight the oppression of specific groups of racialized people, it is more empowering to use. Plus, it’s worth remembering that minoritized individuals are indeed the global majority in number and experience. It is also clearer that the term encompasses all people of color. When I refer to the experiences of more specific groups of people in this book, I will use the terms best suited for what I am describing, such as Black-Americans, Asian-Americans, children of immigrants, and so forth.


Hyphenates are all around us. We’re queer people in straight-presenting relationships, first-generation European-American immigrants, cycle-breaking, third culture children of immigrants, twice-exceptional former “gifted kids,” and so much more. We exist in the paradoxical tension of being everywhere and invisible all at once. We don’t have the language in our dominant culture to name this, which makes it difficult to find safe and resonant connections with others who share our experience. Many authors, healers, and visionaries have attempted to speak to the nuance of our existence, but our society prefers binary thinking. With the increase in political polarization and reductive hot takes in recent years, our colorful and varied experiences have been co-opted and boiled down to identity politics and the “woke agenda” (whatever that means). Our rich histories and precious stories are glossed over as we contort ourselves to fit into rigid boxes that represent safety, acceptance, and survival. With different limbs in different worlds, belonging fully to none, it’s hard to figure out where and how we can thrive.

How do we alchemize pain into healing? We have to start with generational healing. We cannot heal if we are continually laying the blame on or condemning the people who raised us. There are no villains; we are all doing the best we can with what we have and what we know. I can acknowledge that generational trauma brings out both the survival instinct and the cleverness in us. I know that white-knuckled survival instincts don’t translate to emotional attunement with, care for, and curiosity about anyone’s inner worlds, including (or perhaps especially) our own. Our parents were doing the best that they could. We experience real impacts from how we were raised, but our parents’ intentions were nearly always rooted in love, and they were repeating what they learned from their own childhoods. Healing is a privilege and a luxury that many don’t have, especially those from previous generations. As painful and isolating as it is to examine our upbringing and make conscious decisions about what to unlearn, it is absolutely a gift and an honor afforded to those who aren’t actively fighting for their survival.

I recognize that some might find my positionality and identities unrelatable. They might discredit me because of my skin tone, educational background, socioeconomic status, immigration status, and current able-bodied-ness that afford me privileges and opportunities that are in opposite relation to the other dimensions of marginalization we might share. This book will not be medicine for all, and that is to be expected. I conceptualize this work as a multilane freeway. Those of us who value liberation, anti-oppression, and inclusivity are all broadly traveling to the same destinations, in our own respective lanes. We each have different priorities, lived experiences, and skill sets. For these reasons, the various dimensions of collective liberation will hold different levels of centrality and personal meaning. Instead of policing each other for approaching things differently, let’s recognize that we’re heading in the same general direction and support each other while we share the road. My lane might feel too radical to some and too moderate to others. As they say, your mileage may vary, and I hope we can celebrate that difference. Please take what resonates and leave the rest behind in the rearview mirror. This book is written for those of us with a ravenous appetite for healing—the seekers who want to sink their teeth into self-improvement, the feelers who yearn to grow and understand. This book is for the healers, guides, artists, and alchemists among us who want something more. We may not all approach growth, healing, and liberation work in the same ways, but we’re all moving in the same direction.

As a psychologist who specializes in working with overthinking overachievers and children of immigrants, my career is built on helping people like me find belonging, integration, and self-compassion in a world that asks us to forsake our connections with our roots or other aspects of ourselves. We don’t have many frameworks or templates for navigating these liminal spaces authentically, vulnerably, and wholeheartedly. Our elders paved the way for us to embark on this discovery by providing safety, survival, and acceptance. Now, younger generations are focused on something more: self- and community-actualization, true understanding and belonging, and the cultivation of a society that allows us to flourish. This book is a gift and an offering for my fellow Hyphenates.

In these pages, I provide perspectives for people with diverse backgrounds and multiple identities to understand themselves and successfully express who they are across environments. I suggest context and frameworks for those who hold dominant identities and privilege, to better understand the invisible battles that our peers and colleagues are fighting in these liminal spaces. At the end of each chapter, I provide a summary of the chapter’s highlights as well as in-depth reflections and actions you can take to go further along in your Hyphenate journey. In each section, I’ll ask you to Think (thought exercises and journal prompts to explore identity and integration), Do (action-oriented exercises to support your exploration), and Feel (reflection questions to deepen your awareness about your lived experience). My hope is that these tangible steps will allow you to deepen your application of the words on these pages. After all, we need experience and embodiment to truly put into practice what we learn.


A NOTE ON ORGANIZATION

I’ve organized the book by the life domains we navigate, from family of origin to school and work, to healing and chosen community. It’s ordered in this way because many Hyphenates are taught that chosen relationships and emotional healing are superfluous luxuries. We learn, often unintentionally, that healthy relationships are only afforded to those who have their careers locked in and their life foundation set. Once these domains became fair game to Hyphenates, we are expected to approach them with the same hunger and urgency with which we approached school and career. Always moving forward, always achieving, always producing. Another item checked off the list, never savoring anything. I hope you can approach this book with a different type of energy, one of lingering and revisiting. I hope you see yourself reflected in the stories and dynamics here and perhaps feel less alone in your experience and more settled, with permission to slow down and take in.


One of my earliest memories as a preschooler in China was grabbing the sleeves of different people, pulling them together, and insisting that they hold each other’s hands. I did this with family members as well as with complete strangers. More people played along than you would expect. This might’ve been my first act in creating hyphens, bridging worlds, building connections. I strive to do the same here, because just as a hyphen draws a connection between two distinct words, it also creates a unique compound word that deserves its own definition.

This book is a soft place to land for the perennial misfits and dreamers, those of us who live and love with our whole chest and aren’t interested in giving up parts of ourselves to be more palatable to others. I see you. You belong here. You are always enough, and never too much. Won’t you join me?

Author’s note: As I write this book in the early months of Donald Trump’s second term as president, I’m feeling how rapidly the country is shifting in its policies and values and seeing the chaos that’s left in this wake. Hyphenates are survivors by definition, and our resilience is embodied through our ability to toggle among the different parts of ourselves and adapt to new circumstances. The beauty of history is that everything new is old. Humans are pattern-oriented creatures, and we repeat cycles and pendulations on the micro and macro levels. This means that the seeds of both authoritarianism and resistance have long been planted. While the process remains predictable, the playbook and tactics will continually shift. There will be times when it will be safer to be more authentic and louder with our values, beliefs, identities, and softer parts. There will be other times when we will have to prioritize safety and survival through masking and code-switching and hiding our tenderness. All of this is dependent on our identities, positionality, and location and on the institutions of power in which we’re embedded. Assess, alchemize, and adapt, but don’t lose your values. Speak your truth but keep your job; be subversive. You know your circumstances best; proceed with caution.






PART 1
EXPLORING YOUR FAMILY OF ORIGIN

What exactly is a Hyphenate? I’ve been using this term for over a decade to describe my own lived experience and that of my clients. Simply put, a Hyphenate is an individual who carries two or more marginalized identity markers and is invested in navigating the in-between spaces of these identities. This is different from someone who carries these identity markers but is primarily interested in conforming to one of them. Hyphenates may try to fit in and adapt to their environments, but they hold values that are rooted in not habitually contorting themselves to fit external standards or to be palatable to others. Hyphenates are shape-shifters, observers, emotional barometers, and alchemists.

Part 1 of this book sets the stage for how Hyphenates are brought up and shaped by their families of origin and by their migration histories. While some Hyphenates are not immigrants or children of immigrants, the juxtaposition between home culture and dominant culture is one of the most salient domains they navigate. As such, immigration and culture (both explored through the lens of colonization) are core elements of the Hyphenated experience that we unpack in these pages. The other dimensions covered here are race, gender, and neurodivergence. Many additional identity markers create Hyphenates, including some that I personally hold, but they are not specifically addressed here because there’s simply too much to fit into one text. These include queerness, gender identity, relationship orientation, and disability. Please know that while these exclusions are intentional, it is not because these domains are any less important, relevant, or significant to me or anyone else who inhabits these margins.







CHAPTER 1

YOUR HYPHENATED LIFE

I’m sitting at the Hongqiao International Airport in Shanghai with my grandparents and father. It’s December 1988, and I just turned five years old. I’m wearing a bulky red sweater and carrying a small blue purse. I’m dressed warmly because I was promised snow at my destination. My ah-niang (grandmother) is holding back tears, imparting some last desperate words of wisdom as I prepare to board the plane to the United States. She tucks a small glass vial of dirt in my bag, telling me, “This is land from your home. Remember who you are and where you come from. No matter where you go, you are Chinese.”

I dutifully nod and repeat these words to myself. “I am Chinese.”

I held on to these words far longer than I held on to that dirt. The words became a source of comfort during the lonely and confusing first days of kindergarten. A reassurance that I would one day return to the land of this vial, far away from the cramped one-bedroom graduate housing apartment I shared with my parents. Throughout those homesick weeks of my adjustment, I opened the vial frequently, swirling the dirt around like a snow globe, trying to catch a whiff of something comforting and familiar. But it was dry and dusty, and no matter how deeply I inhaled, it no longer smelled of home. I chanted “I am Chinese” until the words sounded like nothing more than insipid syllables falling from my tongue. After several years of repeating them, they lost all meaning entirely. My sense of self was slipping away, along with my Mandarin, my Chinese pride, and all my other connections to my home and culture.

My parents had moved to the United States three years before me so that my father could pursue his advanced degree. I was left in my grandparents’ care back in Shanghai because of policies that prohibited the dependents of graduate students from immigrating with them, the first of many structural barriers I would experience that led to disenfranchisement. My parents were among many separated families who petitioned to change these policies, and when they were finally changed, there was an additional lottery and waiting period before I could join my parents. During this time, three formative years of my early childhood had passed. I don’t have memories from before my parents left for the United States when I was two. When it was finally my time to join them, my grandparents had to stay behind in China, waiting to win their own immigration lottery. I arrived in this foreign land alone, looking for people I had no memory of, trying to integrate into a family going through an active divorce. My parents existed solely as idols on a pedestal in my young imagination, distant voices over a crackly landline or the disembodied well wishes recorded over cassette tapes that I’d received from them twice a month.

My family had settled in Ann Arbor, where my father was finishing his doctorate at the University of Michigan. Ann Arbor is an hour west of Detroit, and its schools were ethnically diverse yet socially, economically, and intellectually homogenous. My peers were the children of professors and engineers, many of whom were immigrants and high achievers. I tried hard to fit in but struggled to find “my people.” My dad was still a student. I didn’t speak any English when I immigrated. We didn’t have money. My parents were smart, but so were all the other graduate students. Mostly, we were struggling to get by. I was an outlier, even within the subculture of Chinese-American children of immigrants, and spent most of my adolescence as a social satellite. I was studious, but I was not at the top of my class. My parents went through a tumultuous divorce when I first immigrated. We didn’t go to church like the majority of my Chinese-American classmates. But mainly, I was a weird kid, lost in my own world of unaddressed mental health struggles and low self-worth. I floated and bopped my way in the outer orbits of various friend circles. I adapted to each of these circles by contorting myself to their requirements, learning to satisfy portions of my needs in different contexts without feeling like I truly belonged to any community.

Do you feel similarly? Maybe your experience departed from the norm because your parents struggled with mental illness or because they divorced instead of maintaining the picture-perfect immigrant family. Maybe you don’t have close relationships with your family of origin like your collectivist culture expects you to have, but you’re not completely estranged from them either. Maybe you aspired to be high achieving at school, but your unaddressed learning differences meant you couldn’t ever be The Best. Maybe you reached as many external markers of success as possible, while hiding an internal secret about who you are and how you love. Maybe you checked off all the boxes, but you have no clue who you are underneath this performance, and you’re too exhausted to figure it out. Even within your specific subculture, you deviate from the norm one way or another. The impact of multiple marginalizations means you have to dive deep into the layers of your identity to truly uncover your space of belonging. These are just some examples of what it looks like to be a Hyphenate.

The experience of not feeling truly seen in any one context captures much of the Hyphenate narrative, and perhaps the human narrative as well. Compartmentalization is easier than integration, but it comes with its own costs: confusion, self-betrayal, exhaustion. Even as representation has significantly improved and as more voices share their lived experiences, we tend to see only facets of ourselves represented in each story. It’s possible you’ve recognized yourself in the pages of other books about the Asian-American experience, the child of immigrants’ experience, the neurodivergent experience, or the queer experience, but you haven’t seen yourself represented in a way that integrates these multiple dimensions of your existence. To be clear, no group is a monolith, and I don’t claim to know your unique circumstances, but what I do know from my clients’ lives and from my own life is that there is a painful erasure of self when even our curated safer spaces don’t acknowledge certain facets of who we are.

In these pages, we’ll explore and unpack in broad strokes what it means to be a Hyphenate through delving into my lived and clinical experiences, from the individual to the collective, from the personal to the professional. We time travel between the “here and now” and the “then and there” because everything that’s happening to us currently is rooted in history. Past atrocities on a systemic level continue to manifest in our collective lives today in different, contextually specific ways within repeating historical processes. We also shift between portrait and panorama modes, zooming in on our personal psyches and identities and zooming out to include the larger contexts of our families, environment, and culture. There is room for everything to coexist simultaneously. What’s happening “out there” is also happening within us, and the way we make sense of our personal and collective histories shapes how we react and respond to the world in front of us. As a liberation-oriented psychologist rooted in anti-oppressive praxis (theory + practice), everything I do is colored by social justice. All of this is political, because who we are, how we live, and how we love are increasingly constricted by policies and systemic forces that govern our rights and access. I will undoubtedly miss dimensions of identity and marginalization, but I hope the stories, exercises, and examples here provide a framework for you to think through your own life and find more integration. This chapter provides an introduction to the dimensions of identity and positionality that we will unpack later, to paint a more vivid portrait of the Hyphenated life.


A NOTE ON RESEARCH AND EXPERIENCE

We know that most psychological studies examine symptoms, diagnoses, and treatment of distress rather than the roots of the distress. We also know that most of this research is conducted on European-American individuals with single-presenting issues. PoGM and Hyphenates are left out of these studies because our experiences are messier, more difficult to quantify and qualify, and have multiple compounding factors that influence both presentation and outcomes. But this is our reality, and we deserve language and frameworks to help us make sense of our experiences too. I do my best to pull from research, when it exists, but I acknowledge that much of my understanding is based on anecdotal evidence, along with my own lived and clinical experiences. Again, your mileage may vary.


DEFINITIONS AND DIMENSIONS

Before we get too far, let’s define two important terms that offer a framework to understand this entire discussion: intersectionality and kyriarchy. Intersectionality, coined by Black feminist critical legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, refers to a person’s unique experiences of oppression and privilege that go beyond merely adding together the impacts of two or more individual identity markers. Crenshaw originally used this term to describe a Black woman’s experience of misogynoir, which is more than just racism plus misogyny and is different from the racism experienced by Black men and the misogyny experienced by white women, in a way that is unique to the specific intersection of being Black and female. Intersectionality helps one understand additional intersections of identity and marginalization. The more marginalized identities an individual holds, the more nuanced and unique their intersectional experience becomes.

The next idea is a little less well known. Kyriarchy, coined by Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza in 1992, describes how individuals exist in interconnected and interacting systems of domination and submission that extend beyond patriarchy and gender to include other forms of isms and phobias, such as racism, ableism, ageism, classism, colonialism, homophobia, transphobia, and fatphobia, and the list goes on. Each of us is oppressed in some relationships and privileged in others. For example, in contexts where gender is the primary privileged position (for example, patriarchy in the dominant Western culture), men will view sexuality, race, socioeconomic status, and so on through gender dynamics. However, our experience of the world is perceived through the context in which we hold the most power.

Simply put, if intersectionality is the combination of the different identity markers we hold, kyriarchy is the experience of our social location or positionality. Intersectionality is the “what” and kyriarchy is the “what now.” This book will help us navigate these identity markers and systems of oppression and power to improve the mental health and quality of life of any of us who finds ourselves at an intersection. Or with a hyphen.

Let’s start by unpacking some common dimensions of the Hyphenate experience.

Race and Gender

Expressions of race and gender are the most salient features the world notices about us. But just as whiteness and white supremacy go way beyond skin color, so do gender ideologies, which we are only now beginning to unpack.

Let’s start by separating race from ethnicity. Race is socially constructed and based on schemas—or mental shortcuts—that humans use to categorize and stratify one another. Skin color, hair texture, and other physical characteristics might be loosely associated with ethnicity, but there are no absolute characteristics that define people in any racial category. Ethnicity, on the other hand, is rooted in a person’s cultural heritage and ancestral lineage, often linked to the national origins of their ancestors.

Despite race being socially constructed, racism has very real impacts. Racism, as defined by the People’s Institute for Survival and Beyond, which hosts the profound “Undoing Racism” workshops, is prejudice, bias, and discrimination based on the premise of race, fueled by structural power that deems white bodies as being more important than bodies of color. It is more than just interpersonal harm, although it certainly includes






Immigration and Colonization








Neurodivergence











TYING IT ALL TOGETHER






HYPHENATE HIGHLIGHTS


	A Hyphenate is an individual who carries two or more marginalized identity markers and is invested in navigating the in-between spaces of these identities.

	The Hyphenated experience is multidimensional. Being at the intersection of race, gender, socioeconomic status, immigration status, neurodivergence, queerness, and more means that your story is not easily mirrored in mainstream narratives. Representation often reflects parts of us, but not the whole.

	Belonging is not always found where we expect it. Even in diverse communities, shared backgrounds don’t guarantee shared experiences. As a result, compartmentalization becomes a survival strategy for many Hyphenates, in which we’re stuck performing for different audiences without truly being seen.

	Intersectionality explains how our layered oppression is uniquely shaped by the convergence of our identities, not just their sum, while kyriarchy helps us understand positionality and how we can be oppressed in some ways and privileged in others.

	This book specifically speaks to common patterns resulting from the intersectionalities of race, gender, immigration, colonization, and neurodivergence to help you better understand your Hyphenated experience and find ways to belong rather than just fit in.




FINDING YOUR SPACE IN BETWEEN

THINK


	“I am [image: ], but also [image: ].”





	Write a letter to your younger self at a moment when you felt out of place.





	Write about your relationship to success.





	Reclaim a label.





	Take a code-switching inventory.






	[image: ] What parts of me show up here?

	[image: ] What parts do I hide or modify?

	[image: ] What does this environment demand of me?



DO


	Create a Hyphenated Self map.






	Find or curate a “mirrors and windows” library.





	Learn the language of your experience.





FEEL


	In what spaces do I feel most fragmented? Where do I feel whole?

	Which parts of my identity are most visible to others, and which remain hidden or misunderstood?

	What did I inherit from my family (cultural beliefs, unspoken rules, survival strategies) that I carry—consciously or unconsciously—today?

	What parts of me have I toned down, exaggerated, or erased so that I can fit in dominant spaces?
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