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The social roots of Asian American partisan attitudes
Tanika Raychaudhuri

Department of Politics, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ, USA

ABSTRACT
An important question in the study of Asian American political
behavior is why members of this group, who have some
Republican predispositions, are strong Democratic supporters.
How do Asian Americans develop preferences for the Democratic
Party? This paper considers this question through a theory-
building case study of political socialization in Houston, Texas, a
mixed-partisan area where many Asian Americans support
Democrats. Using qualitative interviews and supplemental survey
data, I examine voting behavior and partisan identification,
developing a socially based explanation for high levels of
Democratic support. I argue that Asian Americans develop
Democratic preferences through interactions within peer groups.
These peer groups vary in composition by generational status,
leading to different reasons for Democratic support across
generations. I find that first-generation Asian Americans primarily
interact with fellow Asian immigrants. Relative to their children’s
generation, they develop positive attitudes about conservative
ideology but vote for Democrats because they perceive
contemporary Republicans as ideologically extreme. In contrast,
transitional-generation and second-generation Asian Americans
have racially diverse peer groups. Rarely discussing politics at
home, they develop pro-Democratic attitudes through interactions
with liberal friends in educational settings.
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Introduction

Over the past several years, Asian Americans have voted in large numbers for Democrats
in national elections. According to exit polls, between 65% and 79% of Asian Americans
voted for Clinton in 2016, and approximately 73% voted for Obama in 2012 (Huang et al.
2016; NYT Exit Polls 2012; Zalum et al. 2016).1 This lopsided Democratic support
amongst Asian Americans is surprising, given that many are of high socio-economic
status, come from countries with a communist history, or identify as Evangelical Chris-
tians, all of which are typically associated with Republican vote choice (Cain, Kiewiet,
and Uhlaner 1991; Murray 2012; Wong 2015). Given that Asian Americans seem like
an ideal Republican constituency across several dimensions, their overwhelming
support for the Democratic Party is worthy of careful investigation. What explains this
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trend in which Asian Americans are becoming an increasingly reliable Democratic
constituency?

I consider this question through a qualitative, interview-based case study of Asian
American political socialization in Houston, Texas, supplemented with a survey of
Houston-area Asian Americans. To preview my conclusions, I find support for a social
account of partisan socialization, which theorizes that experiences within peer groups
may help to explain partisan preferences that are expressed as vote choice and partisan
identification. Through interactions with fellow immigrants, first-generation Asian Amer-
icans develop mixed partisan attitudes, but vote for Democrats because they find Repub-
licans to be too ideologically extreme. By contrast, 1.5-generation (henceforth,
transitional-generation) and second-generation respondents, who report limited political
discussion with their parents, develop pro-Democratic attitudes and voting preferences
through interactions with liberal peers in school and college.2 These divergent social
paths result in different reasons for Democratic preferences across generations.

The “case” for Houston

In selecting Greater Houston for this study, I follow Seawright and Gerring (2008), who
argue that single cases for in-depth analysis should be selected based on “key dimensions
of theoretical interest” that are relevant to the study (296). Houston was selected for this
research based on two theoretically relevant dimensions: (1) its sizeable Asian American
population and (2) mixed partisan context. Houston, and Texas more generally, have large
Asian American populations. At the metropolitan level, the Houston–Sugarland–Baytown
Metro Area has the ninth largest Asian American population, and the state of Texas has an
Asian American population of over 1.1 million, which makes up approximately 4.4% of
the state’s population (US Census 2010).

In addition, Greater Houston’s population reflects a mix of partisanship, with approxi-
mately 28% Democrats, 25% Republicans, and 26% Independents (Klineberg 2014). While
the city itself has been Democratic-leaning in recent years, with 53.9% of Harris County
voters supporting Clinton in 2016, the surrounding suburbs are more mixed (Leip 2016).
For example, in Fort Bend County, a suburban area with a large Asian American popu-
lation, 51.4% voted for Clinton in 2016, but this was the first time that the county went
majority Democratic in a presidential election since 1964 (Leip 2016). Houston’s partisan
dynamics stand in sharp contrast to those of other metro areas with large Asian American
populations, such as Los Angeles, San Francisco, and New York, which have voted
majority Democratic in all presidential elections in recent history. Houston has a com-
paratively heterogeneous partisan mix, providing more opportunities for Republican par-
tisan socialization. However, like their counterparts in other areas of the country, most
Houston-area Asian Americans vote for Democrats. This provides a unique entry point
for understanding what explains Democratic support amongst Asian Americans.

Understanding Asian American partisan socialization

This research seeks to understand the mechanisms behind Asian American partisan pol-
itical socialization through an empirically-informed theory about social interactions
within peer groups. Interviews are a useful method for theory building, as they provide
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“rich qualitative data” that can be used to develop “testable theories” based on detailed
contextual information (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007, 25). Houston’s unusually large
Asian American population and mixed partisan context provide an opportunity for
understanding the individual-level causal processes of partisan socialization.

The primary data used in this study are from 22 in-depth interviews with Asian Amer-
ican respondents. While these are not locally representative, I supplement the in-person
interviews with data from the Kinder Houston Area Survey as an initial test of whether
some key findings extend to the local population. It is important to note that the experi-
ences of Asian Americans in Houston may not be nationally representative. I expect that
these findings are generalizable to other Asian Americans in the United States, but such
claims cannot be made without further testing. The insights generated from this case
can be used for theory testing using national surveys like the National Asian American
Survey and the Collaborative Multi-Racial Post-Election Survey (Barreto et al. 2008;
Ramakrishnan et al. 2008).

The central concept that this study aims to explain is a strong Democratic partisan pre-
ference amongst Asian Americans, expressed through behavioral outcomes including vote
choice, attitudes about the Democratic Party, and Democratic partisanship. Understand-
ing how Asian Americans develop these partisan preferences requires an analysis of pol-
itical socialization, which I define, following Sapiro (2004), as “processes by which
individuals engage in political development and learning” (3). This study focuses on
three outcomes of this process: vote choice in elections and the acquisition and direction
of partisan identification. While vote choice and partisanship are conceptually distinct, I
focus on both outcomes because they jointly reflect strong Democratic preferences
amongst Asian Americans. Furthermore, considering non-voting outcomes allows for
an analysis of the partisan leanings of non-citizens, which is important given the demo-
graphic composition of the Asian American community.

I begin by assessing the relevant literature, developing a theoretical perspective, and
describing the empirical methods used in the study. Next, I describe patterns of strong
Democratic support amongst the Houston-area Asian Americans that I interviewed. I
turn to attitudes about the political parties as a possible explanation for these outcomes,
finding differences across generations. First-generation Asian Americans have conflicted
partisan attitudes, while the transitional and second generations are consistently pro-
Democratic. I then describe “pathways” to political socialization that first-, transitional-,
and second-generation Asian Americans take, according to the demographic composition
of their peer groups in the United States. This section builds general theories based on sub-
jective accounts of the interview respondents’ experiences. These theories focus on the role
of social networks, as familial theories cannot fully account for the distinctive dynamics of
partisan socialization amongst Asian Americans.

The limited role of the family in immigrant partisan socialization

An established account of partisan socialization argues that the family plays a central role
in this process (Hyman 1959). Early work finds high degrees of similarity in the self-
reported partisanship of survey respondents and their parents (Converse and Dupeux
1962). Another strand of literature, pioneered by Jennings and Niemi, finds strong corre-
lations between the partisanship and vote choices of parents and children over time
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(Jennings and Niemi 1968, 1974, 1981; Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers 2009). While these
findings are robust across studies, some critics argue that they are prone to endogeneity
issues (Connell 1972; Healy and Malhotra 2013).

Recent work has complicated understandings of familial political socialization by chal-
lenging the theorized mechanisms of intergenerational transmission. McDevitt and
Chaffee (2002) show that socialization may be a “bi-directional process,” in which children
can influence their parents’ political attitudes (288). Indeed, a bi-directional process of pol-
itical socialization may be more prevalent among immigrant families (Wong and Tseng
2008). In immigrant families, children often act as interpreters of political information
because they are more familiar with the American political system, and parents bring a
“transnational perspective” to political discussion (Wong and Tseng 2008, 153, 158–159).

However, given that immigrants may have weaker partisan attachments than their non-
immigrant counterparts, the family might play a less prominent role in their political
socialization. As Hajnal and Lee (2011) put it, “how can parental partisanship explain
the party identification of immigrants whose parents have no partisan connections in
the American domain?” (6). While theories of familial socialization can accommodate
alternative mechanisms as they relate to immigrant families, it may be the case that immi-
grant families are less partisan than non-immigrant families, making this theoretical per-
spective less applicable.

The persuasive potential of social context and discussion networks

To the extent that immigrant families represent a gap in familial theories of political socia-
lization, alternative explanations for how Asian Americans develop partisan preferences
should be considered. Factors like social context and discussion networks may inform
the partisan preferences of Asian Americans, particularly amongst first-generation immi-
grants, who enter the political process without any ties to the political parties. The litera-
ture on social context and politics falls into two general categories: research on the effects
of (1) aggregate geographic contexts, like neighborhoods, and (2) immediate social net-
works, both of which are relevant to this case.

Studies of contextual effects find that neighborhood-level variables have large and sig-
nificant effects on political participation, vote choice, and partisanship (Huckfeldt 1979,
1986; Giles and Dantico 1982). Although these findings may be prone to selection
issues, recent work approaches the study of contextual effects with increasing methodo-
logical sophistication, providing additional confidence in these findings. For example,
integrating panel data with contextual variables, Lyons (2011) finds that residing in coun-
ties that are non-congenial to their partisanship makes people more likely to change their
partisan identification. Studies on the effects of social context on Asian Americans are less
frequent, but Cho, Gimpel, and Dyck (2006) find that contextual factors at least have
important consequences for voter turnout. Social context may also influence the political
attitudes of young people, through experiences in schools and on college campuses
(Campbell 2008; Gimpel, Lay, and Schuknecht 2003; Mendelberg, McCabe, and Thal
2017; Newcomb 1943).

Studies of the political effects of social networks find that immediate discussion networks
influence political outcomes like vote choice (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987, 1995). Recent
scholarship homes in on the persuasive potential of discussion networks, with a focus on
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the effects of “cross-cutting” views. This literature suggests that exposure to discord within a
political discussion networkmay depress political participation (Mutz 2002) but increase pol-
itical tolerance (Mutz and Mondak 2006). Taken together, this work conveys that social
context has consequences for political behavior and may have particularly strong effects on
Asian Americans, who are less likely to transmit strong partisan beliefs through the family.

Linking back to Asian American political behavior

There is a growing literature on Asian American political behavior, much of which is
focused on civic engagement, political participation patterns, and the acquisition of parti-
san identities (Aoki and Takeda 2008; Lien et al. 2001; Ramakrishnan 2005; Wong 2000).
Scholars have also analyzed the partisan leanings of Asian Americans, finding mixed
results. Early studies of Asian Americans in California found that many are political inde-
pendents or non-partisan and those who escaped communism may identify as Republi-
cans (Cain, Kiewiet, and Uhlaner 1991; Uhlaner 2000). National Asian American
political surveys provided a more nuanced understanding of partisan trends, showing
an increasingly Democratic leaning in both vote choice and partisanship starting in the
late 1990s (Hajnal and Lee 2011; Lien 2001; Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004; Junn et al.
2011; Wong et al. 2011).

Recent work begins to provide explanations for strong Democratic support amongst
Asian Americans. In a seminal piece, Lien, Conway, and Wong (2004) used national
survey data to show that many Asian Americans vote for or identify as Democrats (if
they identify with any party) and found several predictors of Democratic partisanship,
such as political interest, linked fate, and years in the US (121). Experimental research
has further explored this trend, showing that social exclusion boosts Asian Americans’
ratings of the Democratic Party (Kuo, Malhotra, and Mo 2017). Taken together, this
work conveys that Asian Americans are an increasingly Democratic constituency and
suggests that demographic factors and experiences of discrimination may drive this par-
tisan trend.

While this literature provides important empirical findings about the acquisition of
Democratic preferences amongst Asian Americans, it lacks a repertoire of theories to
explain Democratic support across nearly all demographic groups within the Asian Amer-
ican community. Some scholars have considered the impact of factors like racial context
and education on political participation (Jang 2009; Kiang 2001; Sidanius et al. 2008). A
study of Vietnamese-American partisanship finds a Democratic trend in younger
cohorts, compared to earlier cohorts who fled communism (Le and Su 2017). However,
the partisan implications of social experiences have not yet been thoroughly explored
for the Asian American community as a whole. Taken together with the inability of famil-
ial theories of political socialization to fully account for the experiences of immigrants and
the potential for social contexts and networks to influence Asian American partisan atti-
tudes, this topic requires more theoretical consideration.

A social theory of partisan socialization

I present a social theory of how Asian Americans develop Democratic preferences. Asian
American immigrants and their children are unlikely to inherit partisan attitudes through
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the family, which makes them open to the partisan influence of surrounding social con-
texts and discussion networks. In particular, discussions within peer groups, which
differ in their composition across generations, lead to Democratic partisan preferences.
I hypothesize distinct pathways to Democratic preferences for first-generation immigrants
and their children, based on the typical composition of their peer groups.3

Hypothesis 1: First-generation Asian Americans primarily socialize with other immi-
grants (Zhou and Xiong 2005). They may develop Democratic partisan attitudes in part
through conversations with other recent immigrants who do not have strong partisan pre-
ferences, or with immigrants who have lived in the US for longer and have developed
Democratic preferences. These conversations reinforce that despite some conservative
leanings, Republicans are too ideologically extreme to support.

Hypothesis 2: Transitional- and second-generation Asian Americans interact with more
diverse peers than their parents’ generation (Kiang 2001). They develop liberal ideological
leanings and Democratic partisan attitudes in part through conversations with liberal
peers in American schools and universities, as campus environments often produce
Democratic political attitudes (Newcomb 1943; Milem 1998). These conversations
reinforce positive messages about the Democratic Party.

Data and methods

This study uses a mixed methods approach, leveraging qualitative data from in-depth
interviews and quantitative data from a survey of Houston-area Asian Americans. The
methodological approach was driven by the need for theory building on the topic of par-
tisan socialization, and difficulties in generalizing from the qualitative results. In-depth
interviews are a good method for developing detailed theoretical accounts of partisan
socialization, based on respondents’ experiences. However, the context-specific nature
of this qualitative data makes it difficult to generalize beyond the interview sample. Com-
plementing the interviews with local survey data provides an independent test of their
applicability to the most proximate population, Houston-area Asian Americans.

The in-person interviews were conducted in July 2017 with 22 Asian American adults.
This follows the recommendations of Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007), who argue that
“sample sizes in qualitative research should not be so small as to make it difficult to
achieve data saturation… [but] not be so large that it is difficult to undertake a deep,
case-oriented analysis” (289). I include 22 respondents to reflect the internal diversity
of Houston’s Asian American community. To sample a range of respondents across
age, national origin, and socio-economic status, respondents were recruited from
various sources, including Asian and non-Asian community organizations, student organ-
izations at the University of Houston, solicitations by community leaders, and snowball
sampling.

Interviews lasted between 35- and 90-minutes and addressed many topics including
professional, educational, and social experiences, political conversation partners, political
participation, attitudes about the political parties, and political learning.4 The interviews
were transcribed and coded into qualitative categories to identify common themes.
Although they are limited in number, the main strength of the in-depth interviews is
that they provide a detailed and contextual perspective on how a diverse range of Asian
Americans approach politics.
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This study also uses the Kinder Houston Area Survey, a sociological survey conducted
annually, since 1982. Racial minorities were oversampled in 1995, 2002, and 2011, result-
ing in a locally representative sample of 2169 Asian American respondents. This data is
useful because it is a rich source of variables that tap into the social experiences of
Houston residents. It also includes partisan identification, a useful outcome for testing
qualitative findings related to partisan preferences. To assess the relationships between
social factors and partisan preferences, I conduct logistic regression analyses, regressing
partisan outcomes on demographic and social variables that the interviews suggest are
associated with partisan preferences. The dependent variables used in these analyses are
(1) identifying with any party and (2) identifying as a Democrat. This analysis is
limited with regard to causal inference but provides a preliminary test of the applicability
of the qualitative findings to a broader population.

One weakness of the Kinder survey is that it lacks measures of vote choice across years
with sizable Asian American samples. However, it was selected over national surveys, like
the National Asian American Survey, because it provides the appropriate local context for
testing the qualitative findings. Given the unique nature of the Houston case, the specific
patterns of vote choice and partisan identification that emerge in this area may not be
borne out in the broader population. Subsequent tests of this theoretical perspective
will be conducted on national samples.

Houston-area interview sample

Table 1 presents demographic statistics for the interview sample and the Houston-metro
Asian American population.5 The sample represents a diverse cross-section of Houston-
area Asian Americans in terms of age, income, gender, national origin, generational status,
and citizenship. For example, the interview sample includes respondents from the largest
national origin groups in Houston, such as Chinese-, Vietnamese-, and Indian-Americans,
as well as members of smaller groups, including Japanese-, Singaporean-, and Korean-
Americans. With regard to socio-economic status, most respondents are at or above the
median income for Houston-area Asian Americans, but the sample includes several
low-income respondents.

It is important to note that the interview sample is not representative of the local Asian
American population. For example, the interview sample contains smaller proportions of
foreign-born and non-citizen respondents than the Houston population.6 Nevertheless, it
is a quite diverse sample and, therefore, provides considerable insight into the processes of
political socialization for many demographic groups within this community.

Understanding the partisan leanings of Houston-Area Asian Americans

High levels of democratic support

Reflecting national trends, most Asian Americans in Houston vote for Democrats in pre-
sidential elections. Of the 22 interview respondents, 19 are US citizens. In the 2016 Pre-
sidential Election, 17 respondents voted for Clinton, 1 voted for Trump, and 1 did not
vote, reflecting high levels of Democratic vote choice. There is more variation in partisan
identification. Out of the 22 respondents, 10 identified as Democrats, 6 as Independents,
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and 6 did not think of themselves in partisan terms. Of those who identified as Democrats,
5 identified as “strong Democrats.”

It is important to note that a smallminority ofHouston-areaAsianAmericans identify as
Republicans. For example, approximately 14% of Asian American respondents to the 2014
Kinder survey identified as Republicans. A limitation of the interview sample is that it does
not contain self-identifying Republican partisans. However, the lack of Republicans may
also reflect a trend in which attachments to the Republican Party are eroding amongst
Asian American conservatives. For example, the sole Trump voter in the interview
sample is a third-generation Japanese-American business womanwho identifies as an Inde-
pendent. She used to be a registeredRepublican, but has since distanced herself fromRepub-
lican self-identification, despite continuing to vote for Republican candidates in elections.

The patterns of Democratic support in the interview sample reflect Hajnal and Lee’s
(2011) claim that party identification may be a two-stage process: first, developing famili-
arity with the party labels, and subsequently developing attachments to a party. However,
what explains high levels of Democratic vote choice, an act that requires some level of fam-
iliarity with the parties? I turn to attitudes about the political parties as a potential expla-
nation for the high levels of Democratic vote choice amongst the interview respondents.

A generational divide in attitudes about the political parties

A generational divide emerges in the content of interview respondents’ partisan attitudes.
While first-generation respondents have mixed attitudes about the parties, transitional-

Table 1. Demographic information.
Source Age Household Income Gender National Origin Generation US Citizen

Interview Sample Min: 21
Max: 65
Median: 39

Less than $20,000:
4.5%
$20,000–59,999:
13.5%
$60,000–79,999:
14%
$80,000–99,999:
13.6%
$100,000–119,999:
13.6%
$120,000–219,999:
13.6%
$220,000–499,999:
18%
$500,000-
$1,000,000: 4.5%

Female:
55%
Male: 45%

Chinese: 23%
Filipino: 9%
Indian: 18%
Japanese: 4.5%
Korean: 4.5%
Pakistani: 14%
Singaporean:
4.5%
Taiwanese: 4.5%
Vietnamese:
18%

Foreign-born:
64%
US-born:
36%

Citizen: 86%
Non-citizen:
14%

Houston Asian
American
Population

Median: 34 Median: $66,927 Female:
52%
Male: 48%

Chinese: 21%
Filipino: 7%
Indian: 22%
Japanese: 2%
Korean: 5%
Pakistani: 6%
Taiwanese: 2%
Vietnamese:
29%
Other Asian: 6%

Foreign-born:
74%
US-born:
26%

Citizen: 64%
Non-citizen:
36%
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and second-generation respondents are positive about the Democrats and negative about
the Republicans. Respondents were asked the following questions about the political
parties: “Thinking about the political parties, is there anything that you like/dislike
about the Democratic/Republican Party? What do you like/dislike about the Demo-
cratic/Republican Party?”

Many first-generation immigrants have positive feelings about the conservative prin-
ciples of the Republican Party, such as self-reliance and limited government. However,
these claims are coupled with a reluctance to support Republicans in the current political
climate. For example, a first-generation Vietnamese-American woman in her mid-fifties
who voted for Clinton said of the Republican Party, “I like their philosophy of letting
the people choose. They put a lot of accountability on each individual to really take
charge of their lives, so that’s why they have kind of hands-off policies. But sometimes,
without control, it goes downhill.” Another Clinton voter, a first-generation Indian-Amer-
ican man in his early fifties, expressed a similar sentiment.

I have sympathy for the basic conservative principles. I have sympathy for the basic principle
that most people should be responsible for themselves and we should be largely run not by
the government but as individuals and private enterprise. But I kind of feel that I agree less
and less with the Republican Party than I used to. I feel that the party has moved more to the
right and I’m still in the middle.

This statement reflects a valuation of Republican ideals, but discontent with the party’s
increasingly right-wing ideological position. A transitional-generation Pakistani-Ameri-
can man in his early forties also echoes this point: “I agree [that there’s nothing I like
about the party right now]. I think that what I do like about the Republican Party is gen-
erally, I think their values, particularly the Reagan-type values.”

In contrast, when second-generation respondents have positive attitudes about the
Republican Party, they reflect social ties with Republican citizens. For example, a second-
generation Chinese-American man in his mid-twenties contrasted positive social inter-
actions with Republicans with his perceptions of their extreme ideological positions.

I think that there are some moderate Republicans that you meet with in social settings, and
you can see where they are coming from. But then when you hear about it, it’s always so
intense, … they have such hardline views that are so different from what you believe so
it’s hard to like them.

A second-generation Indian-American man in his late thirties echoed this sentiment:
“There are plenty of Republican people that I like, although that’s much less common
now than about two years ago.” Like the previous respondent, he described weakening per-
sonal attachments to Republicans. These statements convey the centrality of social con-
nections to the development of partisan attitudes amongst the transitional and second
generations, and a shared sense that Republicans are ideologically extreme.

When it comes to the Democratic Party, transitional- second-generation respondents
are overwhelmingly positive. For example, a transitional-generation Korean-American
woman in her early fifties explained her voting behavior, saying that “it’s just easier to
vote Democratic than to go over everyone on the line.” A transitional-generation Vietna-
mese-American woman in her early twenties expressed that there are strong Democratic
attitudes in her peer group: “Most of my friends here are Asian, and most of them are
Democratic.”
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Transitional- and second-generation respondents also like the Democratic Party’s focus
on inclusivity. An Indian-American man in his late thirties said, “Generally, when black
and brown people have been able to exercise power, it’s been because of the Democrats.”
Similarly, a transitional-generation Pakistani-American man in his early forties said, “At
least in today’s day and age, they attempt to be a little more inclusive.” This reflects Kuo,
Malhotra, andMo’s (2017) finding that experiences of discrimination increase Democratic
support.

In contrast, few first-generation respondents express such views. In fact, some explicitly
stated that they do not like the Democrats’ focus on inclusivity. For example, a first-gen-
eration Indian-American man in his early fifties stated: “I think that the Democratic Party
gets cornered or gets carried away with some of the socially sensitive issues such as the
police and how they deal with minorities.” These statements illustrate the importance
of social connections to the formation of partisan attitudes: transitional- and second-gen-
eration respondents may appreciate the Democratic Party’s inclusivity because they have
social ties to other minorities, while first-generation immigrants are not as strongly con-
nected to other liberal constituencies.

It is important to consider whether these partisan views are motivated by issue pos-
itions. When asked about what political issues matter to them, many respondents did
not have strong preferences, and said things like, “I can’t say that I know a lot about
any one issue specifically,” or “not one stronger than the other.” However, those who
are politically engaged provided more detailed responses. While their issue positions are
aligned with their partisan views, the respondents did not directly link them together.
Rather, they discussed their political issue positions in the context of their life experiences.
For example, a second-generation Pakistani American woman in her early thirties who
volunteers with refugee programs said “Refugee rights, resettlement rights, immigration
rights. The rights to move are important to me.” While these issue positions are certainly
related to her partisan preferences, she did not discuss them in a partisan context. This
suggests that an issue preference-based model of partisan learning may not characterize
how most of the interview respondents develop partisan attitudes.

The partisan implications of generational status

Using data from the Kinder survey, I test whether some of these findings are generalizable
to Houston-area Asian Americans. To understand whether different partisan attitudes
across generations translate into different partisan identities, I test for the associations
between generational status and two outcomes: identification with any party (Democratic
or Republican, versus Independent or non-partisan)7, and Democratic (versus Republican)
identification. I expect that first-generation respondents are less likely to identify with any
party, relative to the second generation and beyond, given that they have mixed partisan
attitudes. However, given high-levels of Democratic vote choice across generations, I do
not expect to find differences in Democratic identification by generational status.

Table 2 displays the regression results. All models include the following demographic
controls: age, gender, income, education, employment, family size, Protestant, Catholic, and
survey year. They also include variables to account for alternative explanations such as
national origin (Chinese, Filipino, Japanese, Korean, South-Asian, Vietnamese, and
Other Asian), domestic issue positions (poverty, healthcare, abortion) and English language
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proficiency (interview language). See the online appendix for the variable coding (Appen-
dix 2–4) and full regression results (Appendix 5–10).

First, I test what factors are associated with having any party identification, finding that
the likelihood of partisan identification increases with generational status. In this sample,
57% of respondents do not identify with either party. Column 1 of Table 2 shows that gen-
erational status has a large and significant association with identifying with a party. Rela-
tive to the second-generation and beyond, first-generation (but not transitional-
generation) Asian Americans are significantly less likely to identify with any party. The
predicted probability of having any partisan identification is 38% for the first generation,
50% for the transitional generation, and 56% for the second generation.

Turning to alternative explanations, neither national origin nor issue positions have sig-
nificant effects on identifying with any party, but English language proficiency does. The
significance of first-generation status in a model that includes this variable suggests that
the lower likelihood of partisan identification amongst immigrants cannot be fully
explained by their English proficiency. Taken together, these results reflect the qualitative
finding that many Asian Americans do not identify with either party and that the first gen-
eration is least likely to do so.

Next, I test whether first-generation respondents, who have mixed partisan attitudes,
are less likely to identify as Democrats than subsequent generations. In this sample,

Table 2. Regression results: partisan outcomes on generational status.
Any PID Democratic PID
(Logistic) (Logistic)

Constant −1.8695** −1.2058
(0.7219) (1.2493)

First-generation −0.7140* 1.0274
(0.3625) (0.6211)

Transitional-generation −0.2133 0.5095
(0.3283) (0.5534)

Chinese −0.5851 −0.6712
(0.4212) (0.7934)

Vietnamese −0.2219 −1.9043**
(0.3946) (0.6683)

South Asian 0.1289 −0.5593
(0.3722) (0.5980)

Filipino 0.1661 −0.8485
(0.6383) (1.0083)

Japanese −0.3369
(0.9451)

Korean 0.1118
(1.1010)

Issue: Poverty −0.1195 1.8795***
(0.3025) (0.5267)

Issue: Healthcare −0.1121 1.1698**
(0.2608) (0.4405)

Issue: Abortion −0.0008 0.5666
(0.2116) (0.3559)

Interview Language: English 1.2299** −0.2858
(0.4238) (0.8404)

Observations 488 213
Demographic controls Yes Yes
Year fixed-effects Yes Yes
Log Likelihood −308.5765 −113.7940
Note: Omitted generational status: “Second-generation plus”.
Omitted national origin: “Other Asian”.
*p < ..05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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only 45% of major party identifiers are Democrats but there is an increasingly Democratic
trend overtime, reflecting national survey results (Ramakrishnan et al. 2016). Column 2 of
Table 2 shows that generational status is not significantly associated with Democratic
identification. By contrast, political issue positions and not being of Vietnamese national
origin are large and significant predictors of Democratic identification. These results
suggest that the first generation’s conflicted partisan attitudes may reduce their likelihood
of identifying with any party, but not of identifying as Democrats once they identify with a
party, relative to other generations.8

Taken together, these interview and survey findings describe how Houston-area Asian
Americans approach partisan politics. They are like Asian Americans nationally in terms
of (mostly Democratic) vote choice and partisan identification. However, analyzing other
political outcomes – attitudes about the political parties and identification with any party –
reveals nuances across generations.

For example, many first-generation immigrants have positive attitudes about Republi-
cans, but they do not vote for them. They are also less likely to identify with a major party,
which might reflect conflicted partisan views rather than unfamiliarity with the party
system, as existing literature suggests (Hajnal and Lee 2011). By contrast, transitional-
and second-generation respondents are unequivocally Democratic in their partisan prefer-
ences but are not any more likely to identify as Democrats than the first generation. In the
next section, I explore what leads to differences in partisan attitudes but strong Democratic
preferences across generations.

Pathways to partisan socialization

My conversations with Houston-area Asian Americans suggest that they develop partisan
attitudes through social interactions within peer groups, but that the composition of these
groups varies across generations. Accordingly, I analyze and describe distinct pathways to
political socialization for each generation.

First-generation pathway: mixed partisan attitudes through discussions with
fellow immigrants

Many first-generation Asian Americans, who typically do not attend high school or college
in the United States, have homogenous social networks. Outside of professional and edu-
cational settings, they primarily interact with immigrant members of their national origin
group (Zhou and Xiong 2005). Through discussions within these groups, first-generation
Asian Americans develop conflicted partisan attitudes: while they value some aspects of
Republican ideology, they vote for Democrats because they perceive contemporary Repub-
licans as too ideologically extreme.

Many of the first-generation interview respondents developed partisan attitudes
through interactions with adult family members or immigrant friends. Much of their
learning about American politics occurred after arriving in the United States. For
example, a first-generation Vietnamese-American woman in her early fifties said she
had a vague sense of how the American political system worked when she arrived in
the US from Canada, where she had relocated from Vietnam as a refugee. She talks
about politics within her family, particularly with her husband, a fellow first-generation
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Vietnamese-American. She developed partisan attitudes through interactions with other
Vietnamese immigrants, rather than her co-workers at a large healthcare organization.
She said the following about these political conversations.

I talk to my husband and my family. In my family, I don’t know how, but they all get into
fights about politics when they get together, so I hear a lot of discussion there. And some
of my colleagues through the election, but not much because at work we tend to respect
different opinions.

The partisan composition of her family is mixed, as “some are hardcore Republicans and
others, like my sister-in-law, are hardcore liberals.” This respondent also has mixed par-
tisan attitudes. She has positive views on Republican ideology but supported Obama. In
the 2016 Presidential Election, she voted for Clinton. She stated that “even though I
like to vote for Republicans, I couldn’t vote for Trump.” Her experience shows that
exposure to mixed partisan attitudes may lead to conflicted partisan views, but Democratic
vote choice in the current political moment.

A first-generation Indian graduate student in his late twenties described a similar
experience of political learning, through interactions with fellow Indian immigrants.
With regard to discussing American politics he said, “It was all my roommates. When I
came in 2011, there were six of us, so it was a lot. They were all other Indian students.”
Although he does not have strong partisan views, he learned about American politics
through his interactions with other Indian graduate students who are also recent
immigrants.

In contrast, a first-generation Singaporean-American man (of Indian origin) in his late
forties, who came to the US for work, initially learned about American politics from his
colleagues. He said, “when I moved to this country, I didn’t have any family, so my
closest colleagues became my closest friends. They were very kind and very open
minded to help me to understand.” However, these days, he discusses politics with
members of his national origin group, mainly his wife and Indian-American friends.
He often discusses politics with friends: “Indians, you know, what happens when we get
together. It is heavy political debate, shared views, agree to disagree.”

This respondent is not yet a citizen but identifies as a Democrat, as he stated, “I’m way
more to the left, but for now, I’d humbly say that I’m a Democrat.” These partisan views
reflect those of his wife and friends. He learns about politics from his wife, a second-gen-
eration Indian-American who is politically informed.

A gap in family socialization

I now consider how transitional- and second-generation Asian Americans, who have less
conflicted partisan views than their immigrant parents, develop partisan attitudes. A
common theme that emerged in conversations with members of this cohort is that
most did not discuss politics at home when they were growing up. This leads to a
vacuum of family socialization, making them more open to peer influence.

For example, a transitional-generation Korean-American woman in her mid-fifties
said, “We never discussed politics, the discussion was just ‘don’t get involved in politics
because it’s dirty and corrupt.’” A second-generation Filipina-American woman in her
early forties echoed this point: “They [parents] didn’t want to be involved or have anything
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to do with it [politics]. They would never tell me if they voted, it was never a topic of con-
versation.” These accounts evince a reluctance amongst Asian immigrants to discuss
American politics with their children.

The Filipina-American respondent provided an explanation for the lack of political dis-
cussion: first-generation immigrants are more invested in homeland politics. She said,
“Even though they [her parents] are citizens they are still thinking about things back
there. Growing up, I heard more about Ferdinand Marcos than I did about George
Bush, who was living down the street.” Although this respondent mentioned hearing
her parents discuss politics in their country of origin, it is unlikely that such discussions
influence transitional- and second-generation Asian Americans’ political views, for
several reasons. First, the ability to grasp the ideological valence of their parents’ political
views would require a detailed understanding of the political context in their country of
origin. When asked if they follow politics in their country of origin, most transitional-
and second-generation respondents said no. Second, first-generation interview respon-
dents tended to have more conservative ideological preferences than respondents of
their children’s generation. Accordingly, it is unlikely that the children of immigrants
develop ideological preferences through discussions about politics in their country of
origin.

In general, these statements underscore two important facets about the political socia-
lization of Asian Americans. First, although many first-generation citizens vote, they may
not be not deeply engaged with American politics. Second, because they rarely discuss
politics at home, transitional- and second-generation Asian Americans develop partisan
attitudes elsewhere.

Transitional- and second-generation pathway: strong democratic attitudes
through discussions with peers

My conversations with transitional- and second-generation Asian Americans show that
many developed Democratic preferences through interactions with liberal peers. For
example, a transitional-generation Vietnamese-American college student in her early
twenties discusses politics with her friends, especially online. She said “Some of my
friends are not fans of Trump. Especially with the election, all over Facebook, all my
friends were posting about how he’s not the candidate that we want.” This respondent
was a first-time voter in the 2016 Presidential Election, voting for Clinton. Like many
others, she did not discuss politics at home given her parents limited English proficiency,
a potential barrier for familial political socialization. She said the following about her
parents’ political views: “I don’t really know what my parents think of Trump…My
parents honestly don’t really get involved with politics because they work a lot and they
don’t really speak a lot of English.”

A transitional-generation Pakistani-American man in his late forties described a more
implicit path to political socialization. He relates that he picked up on the political norms
of his environment. Initially, he was conservative, but he began voting for Democrats in
the 1990s while attending a large public university.

It was not talking with people but hearing other people converse [about politics]. Through
osmosis, you kind of pick it up. It’s funny because my host family when I first moved here
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was a little on the conservative side. Until the second year of college, I grew up loving Rush
Limbaugh – he was not that insane back then. I didn’t even realize that I was on the conser-
vative end of the spectrum, then I found my wings a little bit after.

A second-generation Pakistani-American woman in her late twenties described a similar
process of political exposure. Like many others, she did not discuss politics with her
parents but engaged in political discussions with peers in high school and at a liberal
private university. Of the partisan norms in her social environments, she said “I was a
typical Houston private school kid… In general, I think the cohort of people who I
hung out with were upper-middle-class liberals.” She developed pro-Democratic political
views through these interactions, like her liberal peers.

Many other transitional- and second-generation respondents indicated the centrality of
college experiences to their partisan attitudes. For example, a second-generation Vietna-
mese-American student in his early twenties at a university that he described as “ideologi-
cally conservative” conveyed that his views of the 2016 Presidential Election were
influenced by his social context.

I was trying to be in the middle and just observing the people around me, like my classmates
and my professors at Public University. Basically, everyone was saying that if Hillary won, it
would be the end of the oil industry. Especially, after the election, all my professors were
extremely happy, so I thought I should be happy too.

A transitional-generation Korean-American woman in her early fifties expressed a similar
idea, in describing how she developed Democratic views.

Until age 18, my influence was my family. With my parents being first generation immi-
grants, they hold certain political beliefs, very conservative. Then once I went to Liberal
Arts College, that opened a whole world that I’ve never been exposed to. I think because I
went away from home and I was relatively young, I was like a sponge.

These excerpts provide a glimpse into the experiences of political socialization of transi-
tional- and second-generation Asian Americans in Houston. While each experience is
unique, some commonalities emerge. First, few transitional- and second-generation
respondents discussed politics at home, making them open to outside influences. Many
developed pro-Democratic attitudes through discussions with friends. Second, many
respondents were exposed to liberal political views through experiences in college. Accord-
ingly, college may be a driver of Democratic preferences amongst transitional- and
second-generation Asian Americans. This explanation is plausible, given that over 53%
of Asian Americans have at least a bachelor’s degree (Ryan and Bauman 2016).

The partisan implications of interracial friendships

I use the Kinder survey to test whether some of these patterns are borne out in the local
Asian American population, focusing on the nature and political implications of friend-
ships across generations. First, I test whether there are differences in the extent to
which first-, transitional-, and second-generation Asian Americans develop interracial
friendships. The dependent variables in this analysis are having a close White, Black, or
Latino friend, and ratings of relations between Asians and Whites in Houston. Based on
the qualitative findings, I expect that first-generation Asian Americans primarily socialize
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with members of their own racial group, while transitional and second-generation Asian
Americans have more diverse social circles.

Table 3 shows the results of this analysis, which includes demographic controls,
national origin, and year fixed-effects. Table 3 shows that generational status is strongly
associated with having a close friend of another race. Relative to the second-generation,
first-generation respondents are significantly less likely to have a friend from any other
racial group. Transitional-generation respondents less likely to have a Black, but not a
White or Latino friend. Column 4 of Table 3 shows that there is no significant difference
in “ratings of relations between Asians and Whites in Houston” across generations,
suggesting that differences in friendship patterns do not reflect racial animosity
amongst the first-generation. Also, there are no consistent differences in interracial friend-
ships across national origin groups, suggesting that this is a pan-ethnic phenomenon.

Second, I consider whether these differences in social interactions have partisan impli-
cations. I test the associations between having a close friend of another race and having (1)
any partisan identification and (2) Democratic identification, controlling for voter regis-
tration, demographics, national origin, and survey year. I expect that having a friend of
another race increases the probability of identifying with a party because it signals socially
connectivity (Lien, Conway, and Wong 2004). In contrast, I expect differential effects of
interracial friendships on the direction of partisan identification: having a White friend
might reduce, while having a Black or Latino friend might increase the probability of
Democratic identification.

As Table 4 shows, interracial friendships are not associated with having any partisan
identification but are associated with Democratic identification: having a close Black

Table 3. Regression results: interracial friendships on generational status.
White Friends Black Friends Latino Friends Asian-White Rating

(Logistic) (Logistic) (Logistic) (OLS)

Constant 0.4660 −0.5765 −0.0917 5.8578***
(0.5245) (0.4321) (0.4457) (0.2637)

First-generation −1.5342*** −1.3233*** −1.4953*** −0.0550
(0.3053) (0.2264) (0.2382) (0.1458)

Transitional-generation −0.5810 −0.4432* −0.4415 0.0484
(0.2975) (0.2224) (0.2351) (0.1433)

Chinese −0.9419** −0.5328 −0.3381 −0.0597
(0.3411) (0.2805) (0.2868) (0.1686)

Vietnamese −0.5362 −0.0797 −0.1607 0.0380
(0.3571) (0.2995) (0.3032) (0.1748)

South Asian −0.3093 0.6208* 0.2171 −0.2993
(0.3686) (0.3063) (0.3102) (0.1828)

Filipino −0.9403 0.6942 0.2107 0.3355
(0.5592) (0.5506) (0.5270) (0.2440)

Korean 0.0694 0.0502 −0.7667 −0.0520
(1.0830) (0.7585) (0.7382) (0.3059)

Japanese 0.1240 −0.1878 0.5290 0.1397
(0.8511) (0.6746) (0.7122) (0.4363)

Observations 968 971 970 1,373
Demographic controls Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year fixed-effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
R2 0.0721
Log Likelihood −452.7765 −586.9485 −569.6984
Note: Omitted generational status: “Second-generation plus”
Omitted national origin: “Other Asian”
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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friend significantly increases the likelihood of identifying as a Democrat (Table 4, Column
2).9 While respondents without Black friends have a 32% predicted probability of Demo-
cratic identification, those with Black friends have approximately a 48% probability. In
contrast, having a close White or Latino friend has no significant effect. This might be
because partisanship requires deep affective attachments, which are formed through the
familial transmission or shared racial consciousness with members of other minority
groups.

It is important to note the limitations of this analysis with regard to causal inference.
Rather than the proposed causal direction, Houston-area Asian Americans may select
friends based on their partisan preferences. While I cannot definitively address this meth-
odological limitation, I conduct two robustness checks to test whether the results still hold
on subsets of respondents for whom friendship selection is more constrained.

First, I conduct the analysis on respondents who live within Houston’s city limits
(approximately 51% of the full Asian American sample), where the typical resident is a
Democrat, rather than the mixed partisan suburbs. Although people may select to live
in urban areas for various reasons, there is less variation in partisan preferences within
the city than in the suburbs. Accordingly, partisan identification may be a less salient
factor in friend selection for city residents than for suburban residents. This analysis repli-
cates the main results.

Table 4. Regression results: partisan outcomes on interracial friendships.
Any PID Democratic PID
(Logistic) (Logistic)

Constant −1.6589** 0.6660
(0.5266) (0.8178)

White Friends 0.2231 −0.1629
(0.2355) (0.3674)

Black Friends −0.2665 0.6574*
(0.2032) (0.3030)

Hispanic Friends 0.1205 −0.3688
(0.2131) (0.3193)

Chinese −0.9451** 0.1535
(0.3229) (0.4833)

Vietnamese −0.6531
(0.3397)

South Asian 0.5192 0.6144
(0.3784) (0.4486)

Filipino 0.3287 −0.7588
(0.6008) (0.8672)

Korean 0.5467 0.2131
(0.9160) (1.0576)

Japanese 0.2028 −0.7850
(0.9288) (1.1997)

First-generation −0.4353 0.2573
(0.2522) (0.3435)

Transitional-generation 0.0276 0.1138
(0.2272) (0.3291)

Observations 700 347
Demographic controls Yes Yes
Year fixed-effects Yes Yes
Log Likelihood −453.4961 −213.3203
Note: Omitted generational status: “Second-generation plus”
Omitted national origin: “Other Asian”
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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I repeat this analysis on the subset of respondents who claim that they (or their parents)
came to the United States under circumstances of hardship, which constrains their ability
to select where they live and by extension, who they become friends with. Respondents
who (or whose parents) immigrated to the United States due to “economic hardship, pol-
itical oppression, war or military oppression,” in contrast to “educational or work oppor-
tunities, family reunification, life-long dreams, or marriage to an American resident,” were
coded as immigrating under difficult circumstances (approximately 19% of the full Asian
American sample). The main results replicate for the outcome “any partisan identifi-
cation.” For Democratic identification, the results replicate in magnitude, though they
are only marginally significant. See Table A5 (Appendix 11–12) in the online appendix
for the results of the robustness checks.

The results of the robustness checks convey that the main findings hold for subsets of
the sample for whom friend selection based on partisan preferences is less likely. In
addition, given its near 50–50 partisan split, people are unlikely to select to live in
Houston metro based on preferences for a homogenous partisan environment.
However, to adequately address this methodological issue, future work should test this
theory using longitudinal or experimental data, which can more effectively account for
selection effects.

Conclusion

The results of this study suggest twomajor pathways to partisan socialization for Houston-
area Asian Americans across generations, based on the composition of their peer groups.
The first is the “immigrant pathway.” First-generation Asian Americans are exposed to
American politics through interactions with fellow immigrants. Although they vote for
Democrats in national elections, they have some positive attitudes about Republicans,
resulting in conflicted partisan preferences. The second is the “children of immigrants
pathway.” Transitional- and second-generation Asian Americans rarely discuss politics
with their parents, leading them to develop pro-Democratic partisan attitudes through
interactions with liberal peers in school and college. Social interactions with other min-
orities, like African Americans, may further increase their likelihood of Democratic par-
tisanship. These findings enrich the theoretical perspective put forward in this study.

This research provides some novel insights into Asian American partisan socialization.
First, the findings convey the importance of considering a range of partisan outcomes in
studies of immigrant political behavior. Asian Americans vote like strong Democrats but
have nuanced partisan preferences. Second, an effort to understand these complex partisan
attitudes reveals that interactions within peer groups are relevant to partisan socialization.
While many Asian Americans are Democratic voters, the first generation has conflicted
political views and their children are consistently Democratic. Thus, although Asian
Americans are an increasingly Democratic constituency, their complex partisan prefer-
ences are a ripe topic for theoretical and empirical analysis.

Notes

1. Exit poll data is unreliable for geographically concentrated minority groups, but useful for
understanding how Asian American vote choice has changed over time (Barreto et al. 2006).
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2. “First-generation” refers to immigrants who arrived in the US at 21 or older. “Transitional-
generation” refers to immigrants who arrived at 21 or younger. “Second-generation” refers to
those born in the US, with at least one parent born outside of the US.

3. While this research focuses on Asian Americans, I expect that a similar process may also
apply to other immigrant groups, like Latinos.

4. The interview protocol is available in the online appendix (Appendix 17).
5. Population parameters are from the 2016 American Community Survey. National origin

statistics are from the 2010 US Census.
6. While non-citizens make up 14% of the sample, they are relevant to the study because they

make up 36% of the Houston Asian American population. Also, experiences prior to natu-
ralization are relevant to the political socialization of foreign-born citizens.

7. Independents are included in the “non-partisan” category because they are not strongly
attached to either party.

8. This analysis was conducted separately by national origin when possible, for subgroups large
enough to conduct a sufficiently powered regression analysis (Tables A6 and A7, Appendix
13–14). Although many of these findings are robust to the main results, there are some differ-
ences across national origin groups, which are discussed in the online appendix. The results
should be interpreted with caution due to the small sample sizes.

9. I conduct a mediation analysis to test whether interracial friendships have an intervening
effect on the relationship between generational status and having any partisan identification.
There is no significant association between generational status and Democratic identification,
so a mediation test is not appropriate. See Table A8 (Appendix, 15–16) in the online appen-
dix for the results. The results do not find support for mediation.
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