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Anh-Tu Hoang Lu

Being a Vietnamese-American

During the process of becoming a

citizen of the United States, a dream of many
immigrants, I was tasked with addressing the
ultimate dilemma: my ‘non-American’ name.
Becoming a citizen gave me the opportunity
to change my name from the foreign
“Anh-Tu” to something perhaps more
“American,” maybe Andrew or Harrison. But
at that moment, I debated whether I should
set back an important part of my heritage in
exchange for a new identity, one where I

could assimilate with ‘the rest’ of society.

Born and raised in Vietnam, I hail

from a Southeastern-Asian country
entrenched in poverty, where education is not
a priority to many. When I was nine, my
parents sacrificed their jobs and family to
immigrate to the US in hopes of reaching the
so-called American Dream. As a result, I
transitioned from a homogenous community
in Ho Chi Minh City to the diverse areas of
Southern California. Unable to speak or
comprehend English, I struggled immensely.
Though I tried to quickly adapt and learn
English by any means, laughter would erupt
whenever I spoke. I vividly remember the
different remarks about me being the ‘fresh
off the boat’ kid — the one who only hangs
out in the library and talks to teachers during

recess.

Feeling sick of the constant jokes, I

decided to test for Oxford Academy, a school
known for its academic rigor and more
importantly, its populace of Asian-Americans.
However, after getting accepted, my
expectations did not meet the reality. As a
Southeastern-Asian with darker skin, I found

myself near the bottom of the social

hierarchy that exists within the East Asian
racial dynamics. At Oxford, the comments
changed from ‘ching chong ling long ting
tong’ to“Can your mom do my nails? I heard
every Vietnamese lady works at a nail salon.”
The comments cemented my growing

inability to solidify my identity.

I internalized this racism and pushed

myself towards wanting to build a wall
around my individuality. Instead of trying to
deconstruct the stereotypes that people had of
me, I changed myself to fit societal norms. It
was not until tenth grade that I decided that I
would not be suppressed by society’s
expectations anymore. When I attended
conferences about Asian-Americhans and
Pacific Islanders, I met with AAPI

community leaders that taught me how to
appreciate the importance of my heritage.
Rather than conforming to societal norms of
East Asians, I started to question why
‘brown’ Asians are disregarded by
Westerners and East Asian communities. By
questioning the system, I began to feel
confident about myself and my identity. From
there, I began to educate others on issues
such as racism facing the Southeastern-Asian

communities.

As I opened up more about my

identity, I learned many more things about
myself: my sexuality, my love for
Southeastern-Asian literature, and so much
more. In the end, I am Anh-Tu. Although my
name might be ‘exotic’ to many people, it
carries the struggles that I surpassed to get

to where I am today.
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