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Before

by Jeff Yang

WHERE DO WE begin? Or rather, when did we begin?

If you go by the history books, Asians have been in America since the 19th century, when Chinese immigrants toiled to build the infrastructure of America’s manifest destiny and fed the hungry bellies of goldstruck prospectors (and, after hours, took a turn at panning the glittering streams of California themselves).

If you go by the records that never seem to make it into textbooks, Asians have been in America since Filipino slaves jumped ship from Spanish galleons in Louisiana in the 1760s, where they built secret villages in the swamplands, hid from their kidnappers, fished to survive, and eventually, were recruited to defend a young America from a new British invasion in 1812.

If you crawl through the weird fringes of antiquarianism, you’ll find people who claim that a Chinese admiral landed his fleet of ships on the East Coast of the United States in 1421; that Japanese fishermen “discovered” America in the 13th century; that wandering Buddhist monks floated to a place called “Fusang”—California, maybe!—in AD 499. And if you dive down into evolutionary anthropology, you’ll probably read about the Bering land bridge, crossed by ancient Asian migrants who trekked over from Siberia some 16,000 years ago and spread out all across what’s now America.

But none of these moments, real or fake, really answer the question of when Asian America began . . . because none of the protagonists in these journeys ever thought of themselves as “Asian.” After all, Asia is a huge land mass, made up of wildly disparate states, most of whom have spent centuries trying hard to kill each other, or alternatively, trying hard to resist killing each other. It’s difficult to imagine that these remarkably different peoples might choose to identify as a collective group—which makes the term “Asian” meaningless. In Asia, anyway.

Inventing Asian America

But this is America. And in America, not only does “Asian” mean something, we can pinpoint when that meaning came into being, and where: in May 1968, in the apartment of two grad students, Yuji Ichioka and Emma Gee, at 2005 Hearst Avenue in Berkeley, California.

During the late Sixties, UC Berkeley and other San Francisco Bay Area universities bubbled with activist activity, carbon-charged by the fight for civil rights, the rise of the Black Power Movement, and growing outrage over the war in Vietnam. Ichioka and Gee recognized that the absence of a common banner under which to rally made activists of Asian descent invisible. They decided it was time to found an organization to unify, amplify, and uplift these voices—to allow them to stand side by side and shoulder to shoulder with Black, Chicano, and Native liberation movements. But what would this group be called?

[image: image]
AAPA’s Victor Ichioka, Phil Nakamura and Yuji Ichioka march in support of Black Panther Huey Newton (courtesy: AAPA Archive Project)

Courtesy of the Asian American Studies Center



The answer emerged from the first organizing meeting that took place in the living room of Ichioka and Gee’s apartment, after they’d made cold calls to every activist they could find who had a Chinese, Japanese, or other “Oriental”-sounding surname. The half-dozen students who gathered to plan the nascent group’s June 2 kickoff—Ichioka, Gee, Ichioka’s brother Victor, Vicci Wong, Floyd Huen, and Richard Aoki—dubbed themselves the “Asian-American Political Alliance,” coining “Asian-American” in emulation of their Afro-American fellows in the fight, a point that Ichioka made abundantly clear in a statement that stands as something of a manifesto: Asian-Americans have been, and still are, used politically to the detriment of oppressed minorities. AAPA will break the silence [of the Asian-American community] on the issues now confronting America . . . a nation which shows every evidence of liquidating Black people, and is waging the politically and morally insane war in Vietnam. We must redefine our relationship to the Black, Mexican-American and Indian liberation movements [because] all existing organizations in our community are too committed to the status quo.

Under the freshly painted AAPA banner, a membership that included Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Filipino Americans organized and marched for Third World Liberation, for civil rights, for worker unionization, and for the release of Black Panther leader Huey P. Newton—rallies that marked the first recorded usage of the term “Asian-American” in a public context.

This wasn’t the first time Asians of different ethnicities had been classified as a single group: at various times before this moment, we’d been lumped together as “Mongoloids,” “Orientals,” “Asiatics,” and a variety of interchangeable slurs related to the color of our skin, the shape of our eyes, and the things we eat (or are alleged to eat).

But it did represent the first time Asians had embraced a sense of common identity for ourselves, by choice, and the discovery of a budding power in that choice. As charter member Huen later wrote, this invention of Asian America “represented the learnings of a racially common group of American youth who were tired of being labeled ‘meek and passive,’ and wanted to self-define like other groups.” Vicci Wong, another founding member, put it even more simply: “I went into AAPA ‘Oriental,’ and left as an Asian American.”

It wasn’t a coincidence that the impetus for taking this first step together was politics. In majority-rules America, size matters, and grouping together into larger coalitions is a necessity to be seen, to be heard, and to get anything done. As Ichioka told Yến Lê Espiritu in an interview for her book Asian American Panethnicity, “There were so many Asians out there [but] everyone was lost in the larger rally. We figured that if we rallied behind our own banner, behind an Asian American banner, we would have an effect on the larger public.”

They certainly did. Though AAPA was only around for a few short years, in that time it was a visible and powerful presence as part of the Third World Liberation Front, a coalition with African American, Mexican American, and Native American groups. The Front rocked Bay Area campuses with four months of demonstrations, student strikes, and acts of resistance that ultimately led then-governor Ronald Reagan to send in the National Guard. AAPA chapters sprang up at other colleges across California and then beyond, from New York to Hawaii—fighting, like their Berkeley flagship, for social justice, progressive change, and inclusion and representation for Asian Americans and other underrepresented groups.

But the biggest and most important legacy of the Alliance was, of course, the concept of “Asian America” itself. After taking root on college campuses, use of the term “Asian American” spread with shocking speed across academia, media, and business. By 1971, it had already reached government, with then- congressman Glenn Anderson, a Democrat from California, proposing the creation of a “Cabinet Committee for Asian-American Affairs” in a bill called the “Asian-American Affairs Act” (HR 12208) that would have the power to “advise and direct Federal agencies for assuring that Federal programs are providing appropriate assistance for Asian-Americans. Additionally, the bill provides for the investigation of possible discriminatory practices against Asian-Americans.”

The bill didn’t pass. (Thank you anyway, former congressman Anderson.) Nevertheless, for all intents and purposes, we—Asian Americans—had arrived. It would be up to the next wave of Asian Americans to begin the process of figuring out who we were meant to become.

Filling in the Blank

The Asian American political movement had staked a claim to relevance in society, to a voice in the civic debate, to solidarity in struggle. But newly minted Asian Americans found themselves with the awkward task of giving meaning to the label that they’d defiantly willed into existence, since in its first few years, the definition of “Asian American” was still a shaky, thinly traced boundary that was better described by what it didn’t represent (e.g., not “Oriental,” and certainly not white) than what it did.

Coloring in that outline, bringing texture and depth and nuance to our family self-portrait, would require the creation of an Asian American culture: collective experiences and memories; shared heroes, symbols, traditions, and lore. Politics made Asian America go viral, but only culture could ensure it would sustain and grow.

The leaders of AAPA recognized this; it’s why they made the establishment of Asian American Studies a central pillar of the Alliance’s mission, in an effort to reclaim the centuries of our presence that were missing from America’s textbooks and canon. The leaders of AAPA Berkeley created and taught a guerrilla Asian American Studies curriculum, and soon had hundreds of fellow students attending their classes. During the Third World Liberation Front strikes of 1968, the San Francisco State University chapter of AAPA was part of the coalition that successfully demanded that SFSU establish the nation’s first College of Ethnic Studies. And in 1969, Yuji Ishioka and Emma Gee moved to Los Angeles to help found the first Asian American Studies Center at the University of California, Los Angeles, with Ishioka as its first instructor.

[image: image]
The UCLA Asian American Studies Center was the initial home of Visual Communications, the nation’s first organization for Asian American film and video creators—founded in 1970 with the mission of “promoting intercultural understanding through the creation, presentation, preservation and support of media works by and about Asian Americans.”

Courtesy of the AAPA Archive
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By 1972, L.A.’s East West Players, the nation’s first Asian American theater company—which actually dates back to 1965, before the term “Asian American” existed, and began with the original goal of encouraging “cultural understanding between the East and West” via productions of classic Asian and European plays—had decided to refocus their repertory on the production of original works from Asian American playwrights instead.

Courtesy of East West Players
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1970 saw the opening of Manhattan Chinatown’s Basement Workshop, an early incubator for Asian American artists and activists, whose members would go on to establish most of New York’s major Asian American arts organizations, including Asian CineVision, the Museum of Chinese in America, the Asian American Arts Centre, Asian American Dance Theater, and many more.

Courtesy of the Asian/Pacific/American institute at NYU
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Founded in San Francisco in 1972, the Kearny Street Workshop was a multidisciplinary collective that quickly became the epicenter of the Bay Area’s nascent Asian American arts and literary community.

Courtesy of the Asian/Pacific/American institute at NYU
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L-R: Gidra, “the Monthly of the Asian American Experience,” was a radical, raw, and unabashedly unfiltered monthly newspaper that challenged racism, imperialism, colonialism, and anti-Asian stereotypes with activist coverage, interviews, essays, poetry, and cartoons. In the Bay Area, poets Janice Mirikitani and Francis Oka formed the literary magazine Aion in 1970, which during its brief two-issue existence published early work by seminal Asian American authors like Lawson Inada, Al Robles, Toshio Mori, Jeffrey Paul Chan, and Mirikitani herself. In 1971 at Yale University, members of the AAPA chapter founded Amerasia Journal, the first academic review of Asian American Studies, which migrated to the UCLA Asian American Studies Center and continues to publish today. Later that same year, members of the Basement Workshop led by Frank Ching launched Bridge, whose purpose, as Ching wrote, was to “foster a sense of solidarity and promote understanding among Asians, whether Chinese, Japanese, Koreans, et cetera.”

Courtesy of Lehigh University


By instilling a mutual awareness of history, Asian American Studies laid a critical foundation for the construction of new Asian American stories and creative expressions; as a result, in the late Sixties and early Seventies, Asian American arts organizations began springing up like bamboo shoots after the rain, bringing together novice culture creators and wide-eyed audiences, who in many cases had never seen themselves on-screen, onstage, or on paper.

Pushing Back the Torrent

Even as Asian Americans began the slow process of creating a cultural infrastructure, we faced the reality that we were a tiny minority, just a half percentage point of the population, in a country that had spent much of its past centuries colonizing, exploiting, competing with, or waging war against people who looked like us and in some cases were us, our relatives, or our ancestors.

As a result, we were swimming against a flood of social preconceptions, wartime propaganda, and government policies that targeted Asians in historically unique ways: Chinese were the first and only group to ever be federally prohibited from coming to the United States based on nationality. Japanese Americans were the first and only group to ever be mass incarcerated by the federal government without trial or evidence, solely on the basis of ethnicity. Indian Americans were the only group to be acknowledged as being “Caucasian” but nevertheless “not white,” and thus ineligible for citizenship. Filipino Americans made up the only group of veterans to fight under the U.S. flag without receiving the benefits promised them by the federal government.

All of this took place against a backdrop of laws designed to make sure we stayed a minority in a predominantly white, largely Christian, mostly Protestant America. In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act had been signed, barring most Chinese entry to the United States. The act was later expanded to include most other Asian countries, what was known as the “Asiatic Barred Zone,” making up most of East, Southeast, and South Asia, other than Japan, which had brokered a “Gentleman’s Agreement” for exemption, and the Philippines, which was an American protectorate. But in 1924, even the Gentleman’s Agreement was broken, as President Calvin Coolidge signed a new act that effectively banned all immigration from Asia, including from Japan, declaring that “America must remain American.”

That restriction would stay in place for the next three decades, during which the Asian population would barely grow at all.

But in the mid-Fifties, the first hairline crack appeared in the dam barring Asian immigration. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1952, also known as the McCarran-Walter Act, finally abolished race-based restrictions against naturalization as a U.S. citizen, which had, since 1790, been limited to “free white persons of good character.” This allowed Asians to begin coming to America again, albeit in minute numbers: just 100 immigrants per year were allowed in from each Asian country, with an overall cap of 2,000 per year from the “Asiatic Barred Zone.” And then, 13 years later, in 1965, the Hart-Celler Act finally took a sledgehammer to the dam, eliminating racist nationality quotas and creating a set of preferences that prioritized family reunification—giving precedence to close relatives of existing U.S. citizens and legal residents—and professional skills and education. As a result, a stream of immigration began that quickly transformed Asian America from the smallest, slowest-growing minority in the United States into the fastest-rising population in the nation.

Hart-Celler didn’t just change the pace of immigration from Asia; it also altered the makeup. The Chinese Communist Party’s effective ban on emigration from the mainland after it took power in 1949 meant that the primary sources of Chinese immigration to the United States shifted to Hong Kong and, especially, Taiwan. While immigration from Japan and the Philippines continued at a steady pace, for the first time new regions of Asia began sending people to America in sizable numbers. Hundreds of thousands of South Koreans left a nation still struggling from the aftereffects of the Korean War. Indians and other South Asians headed for America to escape regional food shortages, spiraling inflation, and ongoing social unrest. By the mid-Seventies, the Vietnam War led large numbers of displaced Southeast Asians to seek asylum and resettlement in America as well.

In 1960 there were fewer than a million Asians in America, less than half of whom were foreign-born. By 1970, five years after Hart-Celler, the Asian American population had grown to 1.5 million, 55 percent foreign-born—and by 1980, it had more than doubled to 3.5 million, 71 percent of whom were foreign-born.

Martyrdom and Media

The vast new tide of migration unleashed by Hart-Celler meant that by the end of the Seventies, most Asians in America were recent immigrants, who naturally weren’t inclined to see themselves through the lens of being “Asian.” They thought of themselves first as members of their own specific ethnic communities, and second as aspirational Americans; the pan-ethnic organizing work of the Asian American pioneers of the Sixties made as little sense to them as it might to the relatives they’d left behind in Asia.

And the extraordinary new diversity of ethnicities, tongues, and traditions they brought with them made defining a common Asian American identity even more of a baffling challenge—complicated further by the “plane versus boat” divide. The Hart-Celler Act’s prioritization of skilled immigrants meant that from the late Sixties onward, a sizable percentage of Asian arrivals would land with diplomas in hand, ready to step into the suits, scrubs, and lab coats of the professional elite, while others came as refugees, escaping war and disaster with little but their lives.

As the Eighties progressed, however, an event occurred that would fundamentally reshape the way that the next chapter of Asian America would evolve.

On June 19, 1982, in Detroit, Michigan, 27-year-old Vincent Chin* got into an altercation with a pair of white unemployed autoworkers while celebrating his last days of bachelorhood with friends. Mistaking him for Japanese, the two men, Ronald Ebens and Michael Nitz, made statements blaming him for the collapse of the American car industry, then chased him into a nearby parking lot and used a baseball bat to batter him into a coma. Chin never returned to consciousness, dying in the hospital a few days later.

The killing galvanized Detroit’s Asian population, across ethnic lines. It was bad enough that white rage against the economic rise of Japan, fueled by poisonous political rhetoric, had exploded into murderous violence. But the fact that the crime happened to a U.S.-born Chinese American, a college graduate, a white-collar worker, awakened the local community to the fact that bigotry ignores national origin, supersedes socioeconomic status, and can’t be deflected with a diploma.

It wasn’t a new lesson, but it was a vital refresher course. Anti-Chinese caricatures and slurs dating back to the 1800s had been reused in turn against Japanese, Koreans, and Vietnamese; inability to tell Asians apart was a cliché in popular culture, to the point where in 1941, the iconic periodical Life published an article called “How to Tell Japs from the Chinese” to prevent vigilantes from accidentally attacking Chinese “allies” as they went out to hunt “enemy” Japs, pointing out the “parchment yellow complexion” and “scant beard” of Chinese versus the “earthy yellow complexion” and “heavy beard” one would expect to see among Japanese. It didn’t matter then that any people of Chinese or Japanese ancestry that readers were likely to encounter would be innocent fellow Americans, and it clearly didn’t matter in 1982, in the case of Vincent Chin, something made clear by the outcome of the criminal trial against Chin’s killers.

While Wayne County Circuit Judge Charles Kaufman found Ebens and Nitz guilty, it was of the lighter charge of manslaughter, not murder, and the punishment he sentenced them to was probation and a $3,000 fine, declaring that they were “not the kind of men you send to jail.” Kin Yee, president of the Detroit Chinese Welfare Council, which had been supporting the Chin family during the case, dubbed the results a “license to kill [Asians] for $3,000.”

The shocking outcome of the trial reinforced to Chin’s supporters that Ebens and Nitz weren’t the only ones responsible for his death. The killers had been primed for anti-Asian violence by an ongoing campaign to frame “the Japanese” as an existential threat to America.

In 1980 John Connally, a former Democratic governor of Texas turned Republican presidential candidate, made it a habit to point out on the campaign trail that Japan seemed to have forgotten that the United States was the victor in World War II, and delivered one memorable stump speech in which he warned Japanese in their little cars to “be prepared,” because Americans, he thundered, had taken “all we’re going to take.” Representative John Dingell complained to fellow congressmen about the problems his Detroit constituents were having with the “little yellow people.” California governor Jerry Brown, running for the Senate, suggested that America was in danger of becoming a Japanese colony. In 1982, legendary Speaker of the House Tip O’Neill promised to “fix the Japanese like they’ve never been fixed before,” while eventual Democratic presidential candidate Walter Mondale exhorted the United States to “stop showing the white flag [and] start running up the American flag—to turn around, fight and make America number one again,” lest American children end up in a future where their jobs consisted of “sweeping up around Japanese computers.”

The mass media aided and abetted this culture war, putting the rants of nativist politicians in headlines, airing interviews with conspiracy theorists, and running editorial cartoons showing Japanese factory workers dropping Toyotas on Detroit, the “new Pearl Harbor.”

It became clear that if the media was being wielded as a weapon against Asians, the only recourse Asians had was to wield it right back. During a gathering of supporters at the Golden Star restaurant, where Vincent Chin had worked as a waiter to help put himself through school, a former autoworker turned journalist named Helen Zia urged the assembled group to bring the case to the national press: “We must let the world know that we think this is wrong,” she told them. With the assent of Chin’s mother, Lily, Zia wrote and issued the first national press release aimed at drawing attention to Chin’s killing, the disturbingly minimal punishment its perpetrators received, and what this said about the value of Asian lives in America.

As word of the case spread in print and on the airwaves, Zia and others, including lawyers Liza Chan, James Shimoura, and Roland Hwang and educator Parker Woo, founded American Citizens for Justice, the first national advocacy organization with an explicitly pan–Asian American membership, to organize the fight for a new trial. With support from Asians across the country, as well as the NAACP, the Anti-Defamation League, and prominent Black leaders like Representative John Conyers and the Reverend Jesse Jackson, ACJ successfully convinced the Justice Department to file a federal civil rights case that led to Ebens being convicted and sentenced to 25 years in prison. Though the conviction was overturned on a legal technicality, ACJ lawyers subsequently filed a civil lawsuit on Lily Chin’s behalf that Ebens and Nitz settled for over $1.5 million—a small and hard-won victory for Chin, and a milestone for Asian America.

A Truer Reflection

The term “Asian American” originated as a way to make sure that we’d be seen and heard in a crowd, and that we’d have a seat at the tables where coalitions were built, decisions were made, and resources were apportioned. But it also set us on the path toward controlling our own narrative—becoming the protagonists of our own stories, rather than blank screens upon which others could project their fantasies and nightmares.

If the early Asian American movement was focused on creating a culture of our own, after Vincent Chin a new emphasis would be placed on changing the one around us as well, because of how it demonstrated that cultural visibility, representation, and authorship weren’t just important for our self-esteem. They were necessary for our survival.

And the rest of the Eighties showed how much work we had ahead of us to even be seen at all, much less to be seen as human—as something other than cartoons or playthings, hapless victims or insidious villains.

In 1984, teens across America would roar at the spectacle of Long Duk Dong, the comical exchange student played by Gedde Watanabe in John Hughes’s iconic adolescent sex comedy Sixteen Candles. “The Donger,” as the character refers to himself, is bizarre, horny, incomprehensibly foreign, his every appearance announced with a soundtrack gong. He’s despised or condescended to by everyone other than his “sexy American girlfriend,” a wallflower athlete who towers over him. When he goes missing and turns up unconscious on a lawn, the elder patriarch of his host family points him out by saying “There’s your Chinaman!” His wife, upon learning Dong has trashed the car he borrowed, kicks him in the balls. All of this was enough to make growing up in the decades that followed miserable for Asians, especially Asian men.

But Long Duk Dong wasn’t just an offensive racial caricature. He was a probably-Chinese character with a Vietnamese-sounding name played by a Japanese American actor (born and raised in Utah!), with an accent inspired by actor Watanabe’s Korean friend. Arriving just two years after the killing of Vincent Chin, the Donger was a reminder that Asians, as imagined by white America, were still a cultural blur, fungible and interchangeable.

That same year saw the heralded sequel to Steven Spielberg’s blockbuster homage to the 1940s adventure serial, Raiders of the Lost Ark. Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom took the action to Asia, where the eponymous Jones shot Shanghainese gangsters and picked up a love interest and an 11-year-old Chinese sidekick named “Short Round,” before facing off against murderous brown death cultists in Darkest India (whose creepy acts of ritual sacrifice were synthesized from the practices of Aztecs, Native Hawaiians, and European devil worshippers, because the actual practices of Kali worshippers weren’t creepy at all).

For Indian Americans, however, the most traumatic scene in the movie was actually one in which the local maharajah presents an extravagant feast featuring such “traditional” Indian fare as roasted giant beetles, eyeball soup, and for dessert, chilled monkey brains served in the severed heads of monkeys. Temple of Doom subjected Desi kids to a generation of lunchroom mockery. It also reinforced the association of South Asians with bad hygiene, weird religious practices, and a lack of concern for human life.

In 1985, the year after Temple of Doom was released, a series of anti-Indian assaults were carried out in New York and New Jersey by an anonymous group calling itself the “Dotbusters.” While no direct connection has been alleged between the movie and the subsequent violent outbreak of anti–South Asian violence, a letter purporting to have been written by a representative of the Dotbusters to the Jersey Journal expresses the same tenor of disgust toward Indians that’s expressed in the movie. The hate campaign culminated in 1987 with the fatal beating of 30-year-old Navroze Mody in Hoboken, New Jersey, and, three nights later, in the brutal ambush of Dr. Kaushal Sharan by a gang of white men in nearby Jersey City. All charges against the perpetrators were dismissed, because the permanent brain damage Sharan suffered made it impossible for him to identify his attackers. The weapons they used to put Sharan into a coma were the same as the ones used against Vincent Chin: the good old American baseball bat.

Growing up in the Eighties taught a rising generation of young Asian Americans, the first to be referred to by that label from birth to adulthood, that images have consequences.

Upon emerging into adulthood in the Nineties, a surprising number of them—especially surprising, perhaps, to their immigrant parents—would decide to see for themselves whether the pen, the podium, the screen, and the stage could be mightier than the Louisville Slugger.


Who’s Asian American?

BY FRANCES KAI-HWA WANG

IF YOU’RE LOOKING for evidence that race is a social construct, there’s no better place to start than the constantly evolving definition of “Asian American,” as determined by the federal government. To be clear, it wasn’t an easy task from the very beginning: “Asian” could refer to people with origins from a huge continent stretching as far north as Russia and as far west as Iran, home to over 50 countries whose people speak in excess of 2,000 different languages.

Currently, the U.S. Census Bureau—the government entity tasked with counting heads and classifying them into different groups—uses the following definition, based on 1997 standards on race and ethnicity created by the Office of Management and Budget: “Asian” refers to “A person having origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent, including, for example, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands, Thailand and Vietnam.”

It’s a definition that excludes people from Central Asia, even if they have features that may resemble those of East Asians, as do many ethnic groups from Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and parts of eastern Russia, or have deep cultural ties with neighboring countries that are considered Asian, like Afghanistan, which until 2019 had a mostly porous border with Pakistan.

The Middle East is also a complicated issue for racial taxonomists: Though it was historically referred to as part of the “Orient,” through the early 1900s courts went back and forth in determining the racial status of Arabs, Turks, and Persians, until the federal government finally ruled in 1943 that Arabs, North Africans, and other Middle Eastern and Southwest Asian peoples would all be classified as white. In most cases, this was due to hard-fought campaigns by those communities, seeking to avoid the penalties associated with being Asian (e.g., inability to own land or to naturalize as U.S. citizens).

So yes: race is a social construct. But it’s one with real and significant implications. Here’s a rundown of the many configurations of Asian America, and how they’ve evolved over the years.

COUNTING HEADS:

Major Milestones in the Categorization of Asians in the United States

1852

Chinese are enumerated for the first time, as a subset of “white” residents of California, in a special supplementary census of the state.

1854

In the California Supreme Court case of People v. Hall, the court determined that Chinese should not have been allowed to testify against George Hall at his trial for murdering Ling Sing, a Chinese man, due to a state law barring “Blacks, Mulattos and Indians” from serving as witnesses against whites. The court’s rationale: because Native Americans had originally trekked across the land bridge into the United States from Asia, Asiatic peoples like the Chinese should legally be counted as equivalent to “Native Americans” for the purposes of court testimony.

1860 Census

Chinese are the only Asian ethnicity enumerated, and bizarrely, are counted as white everywhere except in California, where they are counted as “Asiatic.”

1870 Census

Chinese are counted for the first time as a separate group, alongside whites, Blacks, “mulattoes,” and Indians (meaning Native Americans). Japanese are included in the tally of “Chinese.” In a subsequent Congressional report challenging the Census results, Chinese were referred to as “Celestials,” and framed as a racial problem that raised “grave questions” (questions that were presumably answered by the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882).

1877

Testimony is delivered to a California Senate committee that “it is generally supposed that they [Chinese and Japanese] are the same race; but this is not so. They are of absolutely different origin, and there is no sympathy, no similarity between them,” suggesting that “Japanese are of Turkish blood; of the same race as the Turks or Arabians.” Other witnesses claim that “some similarities of race exist between . . . [Koreans] and Japanese, while the Chinese are quite singular and unlike.”

1878

Ah Yup sues in the Ninth Circuit Court in California to be declared white, on the basis of having light-colored skin. He loses his case and is denied the right to naturalize.

1880 Census

A brief reference is made of “Asiatic” as a racial umbrella category for Chinese and Japanese, and the first mention occurs of the existence of “Hindus”/“Hindoos,” although they are not enumerated.

1883

Following the lead of Congress, courts hold that, despite being British subjects, people of Chinese ancestry from Hong Kong were still “Chinese” under exclusion laws, and barred from naturalization.

1900 Census

Chinese and Japanese are counted as separate groups.

1906

The Census publishes a Supplementary Analysis on Race that finds “little scientific ground” for separating Chinese and Japanese as different races, calling them “closely related branches of the great Mongolian, or yellow, race.”

1910 Census

Chinese and Japanese are counted as separate groups; non-Chinese or Japanese Asian groups are tabulated as part of “Other.” A supplementary table identifies Hindus, Koreans, and Filipinos in the population schedule, but does not enumerate them. However, the supplement outlines the rationale for including Hindus as “non-white Asiatics,” which acknowledges that they are “Caucasian” but explains that their civilization is “distinctly different from that of Europe,” making it improper to classify them as “white.”

1920 Census

Racial categories include Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Hindu, Korean, and Other, with supplementary publications adding categories such as Asian Hawaiian, Part Hawaiian, “Mixed (rather than Chamorro or Polynesian),” and “Mixed (rather than Filipino).”

1922

Takao Ozawa petitions the Supreme Court for naturalization, on the basis of having pale skin and being “American in his heart.” The court rules that Ozawa is not white within the meaning of the law and denies his petition.
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1925

Bhagat Singh Thind*—a Sikh Indian American veteran of the U.S. Army—petitions the Supreme Court for naturalization, citing that “Hindoos” (the term used for Indians and other South Asians, regardless of their actual religious belief) have a common “Aryan” ancestry with Europeans. Though common ancestry is acknowledged, Thind’s petition is denied, and Indians in the United States who had been allowed to naturalize find themselves stripped of their citizenship.
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1930 Census

Racial categories include Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Hindu, Korean, and Other.

1940 Census

Racial categories include Chinese, Japanese, Filipino, Hindu, Korean, and Other.

1950 Census

Hindus and Koreans are inexplicably removed from racial categories; only Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos are enumerated.
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1960 Census

For the first time, self-response (“I am . . .”) replaces enumeration by a census taker. Only Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos are tallied nationally; Native Hawaiians (and “Part Hawaiians”) are counted in the state of Hawaii only. Multiracial people are categorized as their predominant nonwhite race if part white, and by father’s race if multiracial nonwhite.

1968

First public use of the term “Asian American,” on the banners of the Asian American Political Alliance, founded by students in Berkeley, California.

1970 Census

Koreans are added back into racial categories; Native Hawaiians are officially counted on a national basis for the first time.

1977

The Office of Management and Budget issues Directive 15, formally defining the basic racial and ethnic categories to be used across the federal government.

1980 Census

The first census to use Directive 15 categories, adding “Asian Indian,” “Vietnamese,” “Guamanian,” and “Samoan” to the list of possible self-designations. Multiracial persons are designated as a single race (generally, the race of their mother).

1990 Census

In addition to the Directive 15 categories, Asians are given the option of volunteering their identity, with examples that include Hmong, Fijian, Laotian, Thai, Tongan, Pakistani, Cambodian, “and so on.” Multiracial persons are still categorized by maternal race. For the first time, Asians are placed in a common racialized category, “Asian and Pacific Islanders” (APIs).
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2000 Census

“Guamanian” is expanded into “Guamanian or Chamorro.” Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders are separated into two different racial categories, which include the options of “Other Asian” and “Other Pacific Islander,” though no examples are listed. For the first time, respondents are told they can mark multiple racial and ethnic categories.

2010 Census

Largely the same as 2000, except that examples are added to the “Other Asian” and “Other Pacific Islander” designations.
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The Ascent of AAPI

Oriental

The word “oriental” has been used as a collective term to refer to things and people from the “East” since the Roman empire, though at the time it referred to territories that ended in what is now Syria. As Europeans traveled farther east, the boundaries of the “Orient” were pushed outward as well, shifting from the Middle East to the countries of East, South, and Southeast Asia. The murky boundaries of the term and its roots in a long history of conquest, colonialism, exploitation, and abuse led to its falling out of use as a classification for people (though it’s still used for objects, such as rugs and perfumes). In 2016, New York representative Grace Meng successfully led the passage of HR 4238, a bill that finally struck the terms “Oriental” and “Negro” from federal law books, replacing them with Asian American and African American.

Asian American

When first coined in 1968, Asian American was hyphenated, both as a noun and as an adjective. The hyphen eventually became seen as a symbol of subordinated identity, as nativists began using the term “hyphenated American” as an anti-immigrant insult. As a result, Black and Asian groups began pressuring to end the use of hyphens, noting that removing it turned “African American” and “Asian American” into phrases where both words stand alone. But it wasn’t until 2019 that the Associated Press, a major arbiter of journalistic style, finally stopped hyphenating.

Asian Pacific American

In the 1980s, the term “Asian Pacific American” (APA) began to be used as an inclusive term for Asian Americans, Native Hawaiians, and other Pacific Islander Americans. However, the term has been criticized for obscuring the very different histories and challenges faced by the two groups, and for concerns that Pacific Islanders were frequently included in name (and acronym) only.

Asian/Pacific Islander American (A/PIA)

In the 1990s, “Asian/Pacific Islander American (A/PIA)” grew in usage. The slash, significantly, was intended to preserve Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders as distinct groups (as opposed to APA, where the P was just wedged in).

Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPI)

By the 2000s, Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPI) became the most commonly used term, reflecting how, in the 2000 U.S. Census, “Asian” and “Pacific Islander” were once again divided into two separate racial categories. The “and” was intended to make the distinct and equal statuses of both Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders in this grouping clearer than the use of the slash, which was often dropped.




WHO ARE WE GENERALLY TALKING ABOUT WHEN WE TALK ABOUT ASIAN AMERICANS TODAY? The U.S. Census Bureau officially tracks and reports on the following 21 Asian American ethnic groups:

Bangladeshi

Bhutanese

Burmese

Cambodian

Chinese

Filipino

Hmong

Indian

Indonesian

Japanese

Korean

Lao

Malaysian

Mongolian

Nepali

Okinawan

Pakistani

Sri Lankan

Taiwanese

Thai

Vietnamese
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When Inclusion Can Turn into Erasure:

THE PACIFIC ISLANDER STORY ISN’T THE ASIAN AMERICAN STORY

BY JES VU AND JEFF YANG

IT’S ALMOST A reflexive thing these days for people to use the term “Asian American and Pacific Islander”—or AAPI, for short—to refer to an expansive definition of our community, which includes not just those of Asian descent, but people hailing from the island nations of Polynesia, Micronesia, and Melanesia. It’s done with good intentions, as an attempt to create coalitions and build bridges between cultures that have undoubtedly intersected, cross-pollinated, and influenced one another over centuries. But for many Pacific Islanders, the notion of a hybrid “Asian/Pacific Islander” community overlooks the very different histories of the two groups, which include in many cases colonization, exploitation, and displacement of Pacific Islanders by Asians, and their equally different present statuses. We brought together a group of diverse Pacific Islander voices—DIONNE FONOTI of the National University of Samoa, filmmaker CONRAD LILIHI, Oregon State University’s PATRICIA FIFITA, and KEITH CAMACHO of the UCLA Asian American Studies Department—to discuss the complicated and even problematic issues that emerge from the reflexive inclusion of Pacific Islanders into the “AAPI” coalition.

Don’t Worry, Be AAPI?

PATRICIA: The Asian American ethnic category really evolved out of organizing in the 1960s seeking appropriate representations of unique histories, experiences, and identities in culture, politics, and academic curricula. But after that, for reasons of “inclusion,” government entities like the U.S. Census decided to put Pacific Islanders under that umbrella.

DIONNE: The government lumps people together and has been doing it forever. You can draw links to how the government lumped together all Native Americans, and how even in tenuous ways this links to issues Native American tribes face today in getting recognition. These were the sorts of games the government has played in how it categorizes people.

KEITH: But those government categories lead to institutional, organizational, faith-based, sports, and cultural classifications which conflate Asians and Pacific Islanders.

CONRAD: By the time you get the Internet, “AAPI” is just flying around in the atmosphere as an acronym, despite it being coined without discussion by those of us impacted by it.

Indigenous Versus Immigrant

PATRICIA: When I see announcements of, for example, Asian Pacific American Heritage Month—I feel like I have to prepare myself, because I know there isn’t going to be an appropriate inclusion of “PI” in these “AAPI” month celebrations. We’re just going to be further marginalized. There are so many different instances where this plays out. It’s political. And it’s economic. When there’s money involved, a need for resources, apportionment, whatever, these classifications matter.

CONRAD: If you go to an “Asian American and Pacific Islander” event, you’re not going to see Samoans, you’re not going to see Tongans, you’re not going to see Māori. We’re half of the acronym, but not even close to half the representation. The Indigenous story is always washed away by the immigrant story.Americans are proud to say that “we’re a nation of immigrants,” but that’s also saying “f*ck the Indigenous people.”

We’re proud to be mixed in Hawaii, but we need to acknowledge that that comes at the price of Indigenous people. We can support each other, but there’s a difference between inclusion and erasure.

We Are Not the Same

PATRICIA: It’s also the case that there are stark differences between different Asian ethnic groups and different Pacific Islander groups. We don’t all have the same identities, we don’t all have the same language or forms of expression. When you push all of us together, you create layers and layers of confusion. And that has real consequences for how people look at health outcomes, educational attainment, and income. On that level alone, there needs to be a disaggregation, so the differences in groups can be tracked.

CONRAD: The fact is if you look at things statistically, where we as Pacific Islanders are falls more in line with other Indigenous communities. If we were to be grouped with anyone, it would make sense to be grouped with them.

Occupied Territories

CONRAD: I think what’s often missing is the role of colonialism in Pacific Islander histories. While Asians are fighting for representation, you have to realize that part of the Indigenous struggle is fighting for our land. So that’s why I don’t identify as “Asian Pacific American” or feel connected to the idea of “AAPI.” That language seems to apply only toward “positive” things like Jason Momoa and his accomplishments, or Disney’s Moana. But there’s no “AAPI” support when you’re talking about the occupation of Mauna Kea or other Indigenous-specific issues or even how AAPI resources are distributed, because the fact is they’ll likely go toward East Asians.

KEITH: It’s not just about America, either. You have to think about the old and ongoing colonial cartography of the Asia-Pacific region. For example, West Papuans reside in Indonesia and are technically Indonesian nationals, but culturally and linguistically, West Papuans are closer to Indigenous Papuans and Pacific Island peoples. But the map just says they’re “Indonesian.”

Pop Culture

DIONNE: If you’re looking at popular media, say, something like cinema, there’s no connection between Pacific Islanders and Asians. Our trajectories have been very independent of each other. You might see some weird mixes, like in the musical South Pacific, where Bloody Mary is portrayed as a blend of Asian and Pacific Islander.

KEITH: She’s supposed to be “Tonkinese” from Vietnam. I mean, the Pacific is one big seascape and landscape. But in this film Bloody Mary represents a Southeast Asian reference and a Pacific Islander French colonial reference.

DIONNE: When you look at Pacific Islander representation in media, it all stems from very broad connections that non–Pacific Islanders made up about Tiki culture beginning in the 1940s and 1950s, with Pacific Islanders being portrayed as savage island people.

So Should AA and PI Be Separated?

CONRAD: For what reason are we even together? Even among Asian Americans, there’s South Asia, Southeast Asian, East Asian, and now you want to add Pacific Islanders? The term is very Asian American. It’s not coming from the Pacific Islander community. It’s not coming from anybody else.

KEITH: I don’t think we should be limited by the term “AAPI.” What’s more helpful is to focus our energies on topics and themes that are important to the communities around us. If you’re trying to include everything in this “multicultural apple pie,” it’s a sky-high ambition to have every group represented. For example, if you are a program in Long Beach, California, it behooves you to work with the Chumash, Tongva, Black, Cambodian, Latinx, Samoan, and Chamorro people who are in that area. I think a lot of times we get overstretched with coalition building at the regional and global levels. Instead, we should be fiercely local. Who is around you? What do these communities want? What are their needs and aspirations? How can we support each other? That’s a good place to start.

PATRICIA: At no point do I ever use AAPI to represent myself or to identify myself. It doesn’t make sense to me. In my efforts to situate myself, I say I’m Tongan. I think it’s important for you to exercise your own right to articulate who you are. I think that does more justice than to fool ourselves into thinking that these umbrella terms will fully represent everybody. What’s most important is to represent what you’re rooted and grounded in and what you can speak from. I think that clarity is super important. I don’t take offense at all if I’m not included in spaces where I’m not being asked to speak about myself or for my people.

DIONNE: Especially because I don’t live on the mainland, “AAPI” doesn’t really bother me. But when I come across it, it’s just sort of one of those “other things.” Because it’s clear to me that it doesn’t mean much to me, nor would I ever identify that way. I’m just Samoan. Let the next generation of people coming up figure out if this is who they are for whatever reason. They can define it for themselves.

“AAPI” is a term specific to the United States. It doesn’t mean anything anywhere else. When I got to Samoa, as somebody who grew up in a Pacific Islander enclave in Hawaii, it was a shock to me to see how the classification of the Pacific by Samoans was so different from even Pacific Islanders in Hawaii, who may not see Hawaii as part of the Pacific. Even in the Pacific, the people who are actually there define everybody differently than how you, in the United States, do.
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The Asian American Syllabus
1980s and Before

WHAT ARE THE essential texts that best tell the story of “how we got to here”? What are the movies, television shows, and literature that have informed our collective understanding of Asian America? That’s the challenge we posed to ourselves as we started this exercise of curating what we’re calling the Asian American Syllabus. It’s not meant to be a library of great, or even consequential, art, literature, or entertainment. It’s also not exhaustive; this is just a survey of our world, an introductory course to the works that shaped us, reflected us, or otherwise impacted how we lived through our own history. As we examined what works we felt we needed to include, we were once again reminded that, especially early on, the times we got to tell our own story were far too often overwhelmed by others telling it for us. For better or for worse, we found ourselves assembling this library of primary sources as a collage of both narratives told by us, and told about us.

NOTE: We’ve focused on works that were either critical touchpoints for those of us growing up in each era, or provide a nostalgic porthole into the era’s aesthetics and sensibilities. That means an important novel written in the 1990s that focuses on events of the 1940s might not make it into our picks . . . unless it was also a novel that everyone we knew felt like they had to read, in the 1990s.

ANOTHER NOTE: We’re not creating a “canon.” We’re pulling threads to weave a larger tapestry of who we are and how we’re seen. That means not all of our picks are Asian American—or even American—and some of them are racist garbage, because that’s what we had to deal with then, so you’ll have to deal with it too.

FINAL NOTE, JUST FOR THIS SECTION: This installment covers everything up through the 1980s, which is a lot. Think of it as a stretch for your cultural muscles before the real exercise begins in the next chapter.


The Cheat (1915)

PHIL: This was the film that made Sessue Hayakawa the first Asian American screen idol . . . in 1915! It’s hard to imagine that there was an Asian heartthrob back in the silent era. How did that even happen?

PHILIP: I think it was so early that people were like, anything goes. Hollywood hadn’t had time to develop their filters yet about what should be on-screen.




Daughter of the Dragon (1931)

JEFF: In this almost unwatchable film, icon Anna May Wong plays the daughter of Fu Manchu! Who’s played by Warner Oland in yellowface! And her romantic lead, Chinese detective Ah Kee, is none other than Sessue Hayakawa! They never kiss, of course, and spoiler, he ends up killing her, then dying himself. Also Oland was paid more for being a fake Asian than either of the real Asians. This movie encapsulates the Asian American experience in Hollywood for the next half century.

PHIL: It actually radicalized Anna May Wong. It was so racist that being in it made her start calling out how racist Hollywood was!

Mrs. Spring Fragrance (1912) by Sui Sin Far; East Goes West (1931) by Younghill Kang; Father and Glorious Descendant (1937) by Pardee Lowe; America Is in the Heart (1943) by Carlos Bulosan; Fifth Chinese Daughter (1943) by Jade Snow Wong

JEFF: This is your “early Asian America” bundle—five books that everyone should read to get a sense of what it was like being a pioneer in a country that really didn’t want us here. Bulosan’s book in particular is a searing, bitter, hopeful piece of activist art that should be required reading for everyone. This line: “All of us, from the first Adams to the last Filipino, native born or alien, educated or illiterate—We are America!” Chills.

Nisei Daughter (1953) by Monica Sone; No No Boy (1957) by John Okada; Farewell to Manzanar (1972) by Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston

PHIL: You can’t understand Asian Americans, or America for that matter, without knowing about the incarceration of Japanese Americans. Since you probably didn’t learn about it in school, read these books.

Sayonara (1957)

PHILIP: This film stars Marlon Brando as an American air force pilot in postwar Japan, but you really only need to watch it because of Miyoshi Umeki, whose performance won her an Oscar. It also has Ricardo Montalban in it as a Japanese man. Khaaaaaannnnn!

The Crimson Kimono (1959)

JEFF: A Sam Fuller noir starring the great James Shigeta as the cop hero . . . who actually gets the girl. They even share the first onscreen kiss between an Asian man and a white woman! Remember, interracial marriage wasn’t even legal everywhere in the U.S. until 1967.

Flower Drum Song (1961)

PHIL: A Rodgers and Hammerstein musical. An almost all-Asian cast. With Chinese American characters, set in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Great songs, great dancing, flimsy plot, but you can’t not love it.

PHILIP: Nancy Kwan at the top of her game. Jack Soo is hilarious in it.

JEFF: The wild thing is that Madame Liang, who sings the big dance number “Chop Suey,” is played by Black actress Juanita Hall and no one even notices.

Star Trek: The Original Series (1966)

PHILIP: Diversity in space.

PHIL: And it blessed us with George Takei as Sulu.

JEFF: It proved Asians can drive!

Kung Fu (1972)

PHIL: A hit TV show, starring a not-Asian man, from an idea that was probably stolen from Bruce Lee. That is all.

Zoom (1972)

JEFF: The Zoom I grew up with, not the Zoom that COVID built. I don’t know any Asian guy my age who didn’t have a crush on Bernadette.

PHIL: Why, because of that thing she did with her hands?

JEFF: Don’t make it sound weird.

Enter the Dragon (1973)

PHILIP: We all hate this. Just kidding.

PHIL: Bruce’s best film, and the one that propelled him to global stardom.

JEFF: And he didn’t live to see it released.

Aiiieeeee! (1974) by Frank Chin, Jeffery Paul Chan, Lawson Fusao Inada, and Shawn Wong; The Woman Warrior (1976) and China Men (1980) by Maxine Hong Kingston

JEFF: More for your essential Asian American library—Aiiieeeee!, the first Asian American literature anthology, edited with a very particular angry Asian male POV.

PHIL: Not gonna take that personally. Also, two works by Maxine Hong Kingston that you can’t not read.

The Year of the Dragon (1974) by Frank Chin; And the Soul Shall Dance (1977) by Wakako Yamauchi; The Wash (1985) by Michael Toshiyuki Uno; M. Butterfly (1988) by David Henry Hwang

PHIL: Groundbreaking plays. If you can’t see them, read them.

PHILIP: M. Butterfly won the Tony for Best Play and Best Actor. It put David Henry Hwang and B. D. Wong on the map.

Mr. T & Tina (1976)

PHIL: This was the Welcome Back, Kotter spinoff!

JEFF: The first Asian American family sitcom starring Pat Morita and Pat Suzuki as his sister-in-law, and June Angela, who was Julie on the Electric Company, another of my childhood crushes. It lasted five episodes.

PHILIP: The credits were in chopstick font.




Chan Is Missing (1982)

PHIL: Wayne Wang’s first film and one of the first Asian American indies to really receive recognition. It still holds up!

They Call Me Bruce? (1982)

PHIL: It’s a terrible movie but it starred pioneering Korean American comic Johnny Yune as a guy who gets mistaken for Bruce Lee because he’s Asian.

JEFF: So relatable. It was a surprise hit and even had a sequel, They Still Call Me Bruce!

PHIL: We named our podcast after it.

Gandhi (1983)

PHILIP: A blockbuster hit, which won Oscars for Best Picture and Best Director, and Best Actor for Ben Kingsley, making him still the only Asian to ever win a Best Actor Oscar.

JEFF: Did you know Alec Guinness almost played Gandhi?

Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom (1984)

PHIL: If you ask any South Asian who grew up in this era, this movie fucked up their lives, with every kid asking you if you ate monkey brains at home.

PHILIP: Not gonna lie, though—when I was a kid I used to pretend to be Short Round. “Doctor Jones! Doctor Jones!”

Sixteen Candles (1984)

PHIL: If Temple of Doom fucked up lives for South Asians, Sixteen Candles did it for East Asians. Long Duk Dong!

PHILIP: I’ve never seen it. People have always told me to watch it and I’m like, nah, I heard that one’s racist.

JEFF: Here’s a little secret: all of John Hughes’s movies are racist.

The Karate Kid (1984) and The Karate Kid Part II (1986)

JEFF: Not gonna lie, I have a love-hate relationship with these movies. Yeah, nostalgia! Pat Morita! But it’s still the series that copied everything good about martial arts films and made it all about white people.

PHIL: But The Karate Kid Part II gave us Kumiko, Tamlyn Tomita’s first feature role.

The Killing Fields (1984)

PHIL: Nobody really knew about the horrors of the Khmer Rouge before this film, and it made Haing S. Ngor one of three Asian actors to win an Oscar.

The Goonies (1985)

PHILIP: Data was our hero.

Year of the Dragon (1985)

JEFF: Just wall-to-wall racism. Mickey Rourke as a white cop trying to clean up Chinatown. His character is literally named Captain White.

Big Trouble in Little China (1986)

JEFF: Crazy stuff happens underneath Chinatown.

PHILIP: I think it’s subversive that the white hero is actually a dummy and the guy you’re rooting for is Dennis Dun’s character.

PHIL: Half the Asians who ever played bad guys are in this movie.

Sidekicks (1986)

PHIL: This did not last long, but it starred Ernie Reyes Jr. as a kid martial artist whose foster dad is Gil Gerard, and it only worked because of Ernie Reyes Jr.

The Baby-Sitters Club series (1986–2000) by Ann M. Martin

PHIL: For a certain generation of Asian American women, Claudia Kishi is arguably the most important literary character ever.

21 Jump Street (1987)

JEFF: This was the TV version of that “How do you do, fellow kids” meme, but it did give us Dustin Nguyen.

Who Killed Vincent Chin? (1987)

PHILIP: An essential documentary about the murder that galvanized the Asian American movement. Nominated for an Academy Award for Best Documentary.

Forbidden City USA (1989)

JEFF: If you loved Flower Drum Song, you need to watch this doc. There really was a “chop suey circuit” of Asian singers, dancers, and showgirls in the 1930s and 1940s!

The Joy Luck Club (1989) by Amy Tan

PHILIP: Love it or hate it, this book was a gateway to Asian American literature for nearly everyone, and it was hugely empowering for a generation of Asian American women who could not find a way to voice the kinds of struggles they faced growing up..




Undercover Asians
1980s and Before

BY PHIL YU, ILLUSTRATED BY EC YI

WHEN YOU RARELY see yourself in mass media, you’ll sometimes seek out representation clumsily, in fractions, grasping at rumors of the possible Asian parentage of public figures in an effort to find some kind of connection to celebrity. This dimension of multiracial identity and belonging was hilariously explored in the now-classic “Racial Draft” sketch from Chappelle’s Show, in which representatives from different racial groups officially selected celebrities as one of their own, once and for all, in a pro-sports-styled public selection ceremony. The Black delegation got to claim 100 percent of Tiger Woods; in response, the Asian delegation chose Wu-Tang Clan.

For years, Team Asian’s number-one draft pick was Keanu Reeves, whose multiracial identity was always the stuff of speculation among Asian Americans (before simple facts were simply Google-able). Was he “one of us”? Could we “claim” him? For the record, Keanu is English on his mother’s side and Native Hawaiian, Chinese, English, Irish, and Portuguese on his father’s side—in total, three-quarters European, 7/32 Native Hawaiian, and 1/32 Chinese. (Also, for the record? He’s Canadian.)

Still, for many of us, that was more than enough rationale to include him in our roster. And when he started making films like 47 Ronin, in which he played a biracial Japanese hero, our stakehold in him felt validated.

But does Keanu, or any multiracial public figure, want to be claimed? Would they claim us back? What even gave us the authority to do the claiming in the first place? These are all valid—and essential—questions to ask against the backdrop of our changing and expanding understanding of who makes up Asian America. At the end of the day, identity can’t and shouldn’t be measured in percentages. But the need to find needles of representation in the pop-culture haystack continues.

For fellow Asianspotters, here are some noteworthy figures from the Eighties or before who you might be surprised to learn have a connection to the clan (and one who absolutely doesn’t).

[image: image]

1. MERLE OBERON

Fearing the repercussions of racism, actress Merle Oberon, who was nominated for an Academy Award for her performance in The Dark Angel (1935), hid her South Asian and Maori heritage for most of her life.

2. RAYMOND TOWNSEND

Point guard Raymond Townsend, who played for the Golden State Warriors and the Indiana Pacers, was the first Filipino American to play in the NBA.

3. EDDIE VAN HALEN

Van Halen’s celebrated lead guitarist was born Edward Lodewijk van Halen to a Dutch father and a Eurasian mother from Indonesia.

4. PHOEBE CATES

Eighties icon Phoebe Cates, star of Fast Times at Ridgemont High and maybe your adolescent dreams, is of Chinese Filipino descent on her maternal grandmother’s side.

5. DAVE GAHAN

Dave Gahan, frontman for the essential new wave band Depeche Mode, has an Irish surname, but his birth father was Malaysian.

6. FREDDIE MERCURY

The legendary rock icon was born Farrokh Bulsara in Zanzibar to Parsi Indian parents, but legally changed his name upon embracing his genre-bending persona as lead singer of Queen.

7. NAOMI CAMPBELL

British supermodel Naomi Campbell is of Afro Jamaican and Chinese Jamaican heritage (on her paternal grandmother’s side).

8. LOU DIAMOND PHILLIPS

Despite his breakthrough roles playing Mexican American characters in La Bamba (1987) and Stand and Deliver (1988), actor Lou Diamond Phillips is actually Filipino American.

9. STEVEN SEAGAL

Has actually claimed to be a reincarnated Tibetan buddha. He is not Asian at all, not even a little, no matter how hard he tries.
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