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IDEOLOGICAL RACISM
AND CULTURAL RESISTANCE

Constructing Our Own Images

Yen Le Espiritu

... A central aspect of racial exploitation centers on defining people of color
as “the other” (Said 1979). T'he social construction of Asian American “oth-
erness™— through such controlling images as the Yellow Peril, the model mi-
nority, the Dragon Lady, and the China Doll—is “the precondition for their
cultural marginalization, political impotence, and psvchic alienation from
mainstream American socicty” (TTamamoto 1994, p. 3). As indicated by these
stereotypes, representations of gender and sexuality figure strongly in the ar-
ticulation of racism. These racist stereotypes collapse gender and sexuality:
Asian men have been constructed as hvpermasculine, in the image of the
“Yellow Peril,” but also as effeminate, in the image of the “model minority,”
and Asian women have been depicted as superfeminine, in the image of the
“China Doll,” but also as castrating, in the image of the “Dragon Lady”
(Mullings 1994, pp. 279-280; Okihiro 1995). As Mary Ann Doane (1991)
suggested, sexuality is “indissociable from the effects of polarization and
differentiation, often linking them to structures of power and domination”
(p. 217y In the Asian American case, the gendering of ethnicity—the

process whereby white ideology assigns selected gender characteristics to
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vartous ethnic “others”—cast Astan American men and women as simultance-
ously masculine and teminine but also as neither masculine nor feminine. On
the one hand, as part of the Yellow Peril, Asian American men and women
have been depicted as a masentine threat thar needs to be contained. On the
other hand, both sexes have been skewed toward the female side: an indica-
tion of the group’s marginalization in U.S. society and its role as the compli-
ant “model minority™ in contemporary ULS. cultural ideology. Although an
apparent disjunction, both the feminization and masculinization of Asian
men and women exist to define and confirm the white man’s superiority
(Kim 1990).

THE YELLOW PERIL

In the United States, Asia and America—EFast and West-—are viewed as mutu-
ally exclusive binaries (Kim 1993, p. viti). Within this exclusive binary sysrem,
Asian Americans, cven as citizens, are designated Asians, not Americans.
Characterizing Asian Americans as “permanent houseguests in the house of
America,” Sau-Ling Cynthia Wong (1993) stated that “Astan Americans are
put in the niche of the ‘unassimilable alien’: . .. they are alleged to be self-
disqualitied from full American membership by materialistic motives, ques-
tionable political allegiance, and, above all; outlandish, overripe, ‘Oriental’
cultures” (p. 6). Sonia Shah (1994) defined this form of “cultural discrimina-
tion” as a “peculiar blend of cultural and sexist oppression based on our ac-
cents, our clothes, our foods, our values and our commitments”™ (p. 182). This
cultural discrimination brands Asians as perpetual foreigners and thus perpet-
aates the notion of their alleged racial unassimilability. For example, although
Japanese Americans have lived in the United States since the turn of the cen-
try, many television programs, such as Huppy Days (19741984 and Cianng
Ho (1986—-1987), have continued to portray them as newly arrived torcigners
(Hamamoto 1994, p. 13).

As the unassimilable alien, Asian Americans embody for many other
Americans the *Yellow Peril™—the threat that Asians will one day unite and
conquer the world. This threat includes military invasion and foreign trade
from Asia, competition to white labor from Asian labor, the alleged moral
degeneracy of Asian people, and potential miscegenation between whites
and Astans (Wu 1982, p. 1), Between 1850 and 1940, U.S. popular media
consistently portrayed Asian men as a military threat to the security and wel-
fare of the United States and as o sexual danger to innocent white women
(Wu 1982). In numerous dime novels, movies, and comic strips, Asians
appeared as teral, rat-faced men lusting after virginal white women. Arguing
for racial purity, these popular media depicted Asian-white sexual union as
“at best, a form of beastly sodomy, and, at worst, a Satanic macriage”

(Hoppenstand 1983 p. 174). In these popular depictions, the white man was
Pi ! po} ! )
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the desirable sexual partner and the hero who rescued the white woman
from *a fate worse than death” (Ioppenstand 1983, pp. 174-175). By the
mid-1880s, hundreds of garishly illustrated and garishly written dime novels
were being disseminated among a wide audience, sporting such sensational
vitles as The Bradys and the Yellow Crooks, The Chase for the Chinese Diantonds,
The Opiwm Den Detective, and The Strunglers of New York. As portrayed in
these dime novels, the Yellow Peril was the Chinatown district ot a big city
“in which decent, honest white folk never ventured” (Hoppenstand 1983,
p. 1770

In 20th-century ULS. popular media, the Japanese joined the Chinese as
a perecived threat to Furope and the United States (Wa 1982, p. 2). In 1916,
William Randolph tearst produced and diswributed Perria, 2 movie about
a group of fanatical Japanese who invade the United States and attempt to
rape a white woman (Quinsaat 1976, p. 265). After the Japanese bombing of
Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the entire Yellow Peril stereotype be-
came incorporated in the nation’s war propaganda, quickly whipping white
Americans into a war fever. Along with the print media, Hollywood cranked
up its anti-Japanese propaganda and produced dozens of war films that cen-
tered on the Japanese menace. The fiction of the Yellow Peril stereotype be-
came intertwined with the fact of the United States” war with Japan, and the
two became one in the mind-set of the American public (Hoppenstand 1983,
pp- 182-183). Tc was fear of the Yellow Peril—fear of the rise of nonwhite
people and their contestation of white supremacy — that led to the declaration
of martial law in awaii on December 7, 1941, and to the internment of over
110,000 Japanese on the mainland in concentration camps (Okihiro 1994,
p. 137). In subsequent decades, reflecting changing geopolitical concerns,
U.S. popular media featured a host of new Yellow Peril stercotypes. During
the 19305 Cold War vears, in television programs as well as in movies, the
Communist Chinese evildoers replaced the Japanese monster; during the
Vietnam war of the 1970s, the Vietnamese Communists emerged as the new
Oriental villains.

Today, Yellow Perilism takes the forms of the greedy, caleulating, and
clever Japanese businessman aggressively buying up US. real estate and cul-
tural nstitutions zud the superachieving but nonassimilating Asian Americans
(Hagedorn 1993, p. yxii). Ina tme of rising cconomic powers in Asia, de-
clining cconomic opportunities in the United States, and growing diversity
among America’s people, this new Yellow Perilisim—the depiction of Asian
and Asian Americans as cconomic and cultural threats to mainstream United
States—supplies white Americans with a united identity and provides ideo-
fogical justification for U.S. isolationist policy toward Asia, increasing restric-
tions against Asian (and Latino) immigration, and the invisible institutional
racismn and visible violence against Asians in the United States (Okihiro 1994,
pp. 138-139),
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THE RACIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF ASIAN AMERICAN MANHOOD

Like other men of color, Asian American men have been excluded from
white-based cultural notions of the masculine. Whereas white men are de-
picted both as virile and as protectors of women, Asian men have been
characterized both as asexual wad as threats to white women. [t is important
to note the historical contexts of these scemingly divergent representations
of Asian American manhood. The racist depictions of Asian men as “lasciv-
ious and predatory™ were especially pronounced during the nativist move-
ment against Asians at the turn of the [20th] century (IFrankenberg 1993,
pp. 75=76). The exclusion of Asian women from the United States and the
subsequent establishment of bachclor socicties eventually reversed the con-
struction of Asian masculinity from “hypersexual” ro “asexual” and even
“homoscexual.” The contemporary modcl-minority stereotype furcher emas-
culates Asian American men as passive and malleable. Disseminated and per-
petuated through the popular media, these stercotvpes of the emasculated
Asian male construct a reality in which social and economic discrimination
against these men appears defensible. As an example, the desexualization of
Asian men naturalized their inability to establish conjugal families in pre-
World War Il United States. Gliding over race-hased exclusion laws that
banned the immigration of most Asian women and antimiscegenation laws
that prohtbited men of color from marrying white women, these dual images
of the cunuch and the rapist ateributed the “womanless households™ charac-
teristics of pre-war Asian America to Astan men’s lack of sexual prowess and
desirability.

A popular controlling image applied to Asian American men is that of the
sinister Oriental—a brilliant, powerful villain who plots the descruction of
Western civilization. Personified by the movie character of Dr. Fu Manchu,
this Oriental mastermind combines Western science with Fastern magic and
commands an army of devoted assassins (IHoppenstand 1983, p. 178).
Though ruthless, Fu Manchu lacks masculine heterosexual prowess (Wang
1988, p. 19), thus privileging heterosexuality. Irank Chin and Jeffrey Chan
(1972), in a critique of the desexualization of Asian men in Western culture,
described how the F'u Manchu character undermines Chinese American
virility:

Br. Fu. a man wearing a long dress, batting his eyelashes, surround by
muscular black servants in loin cloths, and with his habit of carcssingly
touching white men on the leg, wrist, and face with his long fingermails is not
so much a threal as he is a frivolous offense (o white manhood. (p. 60)

In another critique that glorifies male aggression, Frank Chin (1972) con-
trasted the neuterlike characteristics assigned to Asian men 1o the sexually



W

160 Gender aind Sexisin

aggressive images associated with other men of color. “Unlike che white
stereotype of the evil black stud, Indian rapist, Mexican macho, the evil of the
evil Dr. Fu Manchu was not sexual, but homosexual™ (p. 66). However, Chin
tailed to note that as a homosexual, Dr. Fu (and by extension, Asian men)
threatens and offends white masculinity—and therefore needs to be con-
tained ideologically and destroyed physically.

Whereas the evil Oriental stereotype marks Asian American men as the
white man’s enemy, the stereotype of the sexless Asian sidekick—Charlic
Chan, the Chinese laundryman, the Filipino houschoy—depicts Asian men
as devoted and impotent, eager to please. William Wu (1982) reported that
the Chinese servant “is the most important single image of the Chinese im-

]

migrants” in American fiction about Chinese Americans between 18350 and
1940 (p. 60). More recently, such diverse television programs as Bachelor
Father (1957-1962), Bonanza (1939-1973), Star Trek (1966-1969), and Fulcon
Crest (1981-1990) all featured the stock Chinese bachelor domestic who dis-
penses sage advice to his superiors in addition o performing traditional
female functions within the houschold (Flamamoto 1994, p. 7). By trapping
Chinese men (and by extension, Asian men) in the stercotypical “feminine”
tasks of serving white men, American society erases the figure of the Asian
“masculine” plantation worker in Hawaii or railroad construction worker in
the western United States, thus perpetuating the myth of the androgynous
and cffeminate Asian man (Goellnicht 1992, p. 198). This feminization, in
turn, confines Asian immigrant men to the segment of the labor force that
performs women'’s work.

‘The motion picture industry has been key in the construction of Asian
men as sexual deviants. In a study of Astans in the ULS. motion pictures,
Fugene FFranklin Wong (1978) maintained that the movice industry filmically
castrates Asian males to magnify the superior sexual status of white males
(p. 27). As on-screen sexual rivals of whites, Asian males are neatralized, un-
able o sexually engage Asian women and prohibited from sexually engaging
white women. By saving the white women from sexual contact with the racial
“other,” the motion picture industry protects the Anglo-American, bourgeois
male establishment from any challenges to its hegemony (Marchetti 1993,
p. 218). At the other extreme, the industry has exploited on the most potent

aspects of the Yellow Peril discourses—the sexual danger of contact between

the races—by concocting a sexually threatening portrayal of the licentious
and aggressive Yellow Man lusting after the White Woman (Marcherti 1993,
. 3). Heedful of the larger society’s taboos against Asian male—white female
sexual union, white male actors donning “yellowface”™ —instead of Asian male
actors—are used in these “love scenes.” Nevertheless, the message of the per-
verse and animalistic Asian male attacking helpless white women is clear

(Wong 1978). Though depicting sexual aggression, this image of the rapist,

like that of the cunuch, casts Asian men as sexually undesirable. As Wong
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(1978) succinetly stated, in Asian male—white female relations, *Uhere can be
rape, but there cannot be romance” (p. 25). Thus, Asian males yield to the
sexual superiority of the white males who are permitted filimically to maintain
their sexual dominance over both white women and women of color. A voung
Vietnamese American man describes the damaging effect of these stercotypes
on his self-image:

Every day | was forced to look into a mirror created by white society and its
media. As a young Asian man, | shrank before white eyes. | wasn't tali. | wasn'
fair, | wasn't muscular, and so on. Combine that with the enormous insecurities
any pubescent teenager feels, and | have no difficulty in knowing now why |
felt naked before a mass of white people. (Nguyen 1990. p. 23)

White cultural and insticutional racism against Asian males is also
reflected in the motion picture industry’s preoccupation with the death of
Asians—a filmic solution to the threats of the Yellow Peril. In a perceptive
analysis of Hollywood’s view of Asians in films made from the 1930s to the
1960s, Tom Engelharde (1976) described how Asians, like Native Americans,
are seen by the movie industry as inhuman invaders, ripe for extermination.
He argued that the theme of the nonhumanness of Asians prepares the audi-
ence to accept, without flinching, “the levelling and near-obliteration ot three
Asian areas in the course of three decades” (Engetharde 1976, p. 273). "The
industry’s death theme, though applying to all Asians, is mainly focused on
Asian males, with Asian females reserved for sexual purposes (Wong 1978,
p. 35). Especially in war films, Asian males, however advantageous their ini-
tial position, inevitably perish at the hands of the superior white imales (Wong

1978, p. 34).

THE RACIAL CONSTRUCTION
OF ASIAN AMERICAN WOMANHOOD

Like Asian men, Asian women have been reduced to one-dimensional car-

icatures in Western representation. The condensation of Asian women’s

multiple differences into gross character types—mysterious, feminine, and

nonwhite—obscures the social injustice of racial, class, and gender oppres-
sion (Marchetti 1993, p. 71). Both Western film and literatore

dichotomous stereotypes of the Asian woman: Eith-

Dragon lady or the servile Lotus Blossom Baby

Though connoting two extremes, these stereotypes

eroticize Asian women as exotic “others”™—sensuous,
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and

- \\ \\\:-

men, it endows Asian women with an excess of “woni.

~7,\,\ 0‘5\\'

them but also impugning their sexuality. In this proces



162 Ciender and Sexisin

racism have been blended together o produce the sexualization of white
racism (Wong 1978, p. 260). Linking the controfling images of Asian men
and women, Elaine Kim (1990) suggested that Asian women are portrayed as
sexual Tor the same reasons that men are asexual: “Both exist to define the
white man’s virility and the white man’s superiority”™ (p. 70).

As the racialized exotic “others,” Asian American women do not fit the
white-constructed notions of the feminine. Whereas white women have
been depicted as chaste and dependable, Asian women have been repre-
sented as promiscuous and untrustworthy, Ina mirror image of the evil Fu
Manchu, the Asian woman was portraved as the castrating Dragon Lady
who, while putfing on her foot-long cigarette holder, could poison a man as
casily as she could seduce him. =“With her talon-like six-inch fingernails, her
skin-tight satin dress shit to the thigh,” the Dragon Lady is desirable, deceit-
ful, and dangerous (Ling 1990, p. 1. In the 1924 filim The Thief of Bughdud,
Anna May Wong, a ploneer Chinese American actress, plaved a handmaid
who emploved treachery to help an evil Mongol prince attempt to win the
hand of the Princess of Baghdad (Tajima 1989, p. 309). In so doing, Wong
anwittingly popularized a common Dragon Lady social type: treacherous
women who are partners in crime with men of their own kind. The publica-
ton of Daunghter of Fu Manchu (1931) firmly entrenched the Dragon Lady
image in white consciousness. Carrving on her father’s work as the cham-
pion of Asian hegemony over the white race, Fah Lo Sue exhibited, in the
words of American studies scholar, William I W, “exotic sensuality, sexual
availability to a white man, and a treacherous nature” (cited in Tong 1994,
p. 197)0 A few vears later, in 1934, Milton Canift inserted into his adventure
comic strip Terry and the Pirates another version of the Dragon Lady who
“combines all the best features of past moustache twirlers with the Ture of
the handsome wench™ (Hoppenstand 1983, po 178). As such, Canilft’s
Dragon Lady fuses the image of the evil male Oriental mastermind with that
of the Oriental prostitute first introduced some 50 years carlier in the dime
novels.

At the apposite end of the spectrum is the Lotus Blossom stercotype,
reincarnated throughout the years as the China Doll, the Geisha Girl, the
War Bride, or the Viemamese prostitute—many of whom are the spoils of
the last three wars fought in Asia (Tajima 1989, p. 309). Demure, diminutive,
and deferential, the Lotus Blossom Baby is “modest, tittering behind her del-
icate ivory hand, eves downcast, always walking ten steps behind her man,
and, best of all, devot]ing] body and soul to serving him™ (Ling 1990, p. 11).
Interchangeable in appearance and name, these women have no voiee; their
“nonlanguage” includes uninterpretable chateering, pidgin Fnglish, gigeling,
or silence (Tajima 1989). These stereotypes of Astan women as submissive
and dainty sex objects not only have impeded women’s economic mobility but

also have fostered an enormous demand for N-rated films and pornographic
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materials featuring Asian women in bondage, for “Oriental” bathhouse work-
ers in LLS. cities, and for Asian mail-order brides (Kim 1984, p. 04).

SEXISM, RACISM, AND LOVE

The racialization of Asian manhood and womanhood upholds white mascu-
line hegemony. Cast as sexually available, Asian women become yet another
possession of the white man. In motion pictures and network programs, in-
terracial sexuality, though rare, occurs principally between a white male and
an Asian female. A combination of sexism and racism makes this form of mis-
cegenation more aceeptable: Race mixing between an Asian male and a white
female would upser not only racial taboos but those that ateend patriarchal
authority as well (Hamamoto 1994, p. 39). Whereas Asian men are depicted
as either the chreatening rapisc or the impotent cunuch, white men are en-
dowed with the masculine attributes with which o sexually attract the Asian
woman. Such popular television shows as Gunsmoke (1955--1975) and How
the Hest Hars Hon (1978 -1979) clearlv articulate the theme of Asian female
sexual possession by the white male. In these shows, only white males have
the prerogative to cross ractal boundaries and to choose frecly from among
women of color as sex partners. Within a system of racial and gender op-
pression, the sexual possession of women and men of color by whire mien be-
comes yet another means of enforeing unequal power relations (Hamamoto
1994, p. 46).

The preference for white male—Asian female is also prevalent in contem-
porary television news broadceasting, most recently in the 19931995 pairing
of Dan Rather and Connie Chung as coanchors of the CBS Frening News.
Today, virtually every major metropolitan market across the United States
today has at Teast one Asian American female newscaster (TTamamoto 1994,
p. 243). While female Asian American anchorpersons—Connie Chung, '[ritia
Tovota, Wendy "Tokuda, and Fmerald Yeh-—are popular television news
figures, there ts a nearly total absence of Asian American men. Critics argue
that this is so because the white male hiring establishment, and presumably
the larger American public, feels more comfortable (i.e., less threatened) see-
ing a white male sitting next to a minority female at the anchor desk than the
reverse. Stephen Tschida of WDBJ-TV (Roanoke, Virginia), one of only a
handful of male Asian American television news anchors, was informed
carly in his carcer that he did not have the proper “look™ to qualify for the
anchorperson position. Other male broadeast news veterans have reported
being passed over for vounger, more beautcous, female Asian Americans
(Hamamoto 1994, p. 245). T'his gender imbalance sustaing the construction

of Astan American women as more successful, assimilated, attractive, and

destrable than their male counterparts. ...
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CONCLUSION

Ideological representations of gender and sexuality are central in the exercise
and maintenance of racial, patriarchal, and class domination. T the Asian
American case, this ideological racism has taken seemingly contrasting forms:
Asian men have been cast as both hypersexual and asexual, and Asian women
have been rendered both superfeminine and masculine. Although inapparent
disjunction, both forms exist to define, maintain, and justify white male su-
premacy. The racialization of Asian American manhood and womanhood un-
derscores the interconnections of race, gender, and class. As categories of dif-
ference, race and gender relations do not parallel but intersect and confirm
each other, and it is the complicity among these categories of ditterence that
enables ULS. elites to justify and maintain their cultural, social, and economic
power. Responding to the ideological assaults on their gender identities, Asian
American cultural workers have engaged in a wide range of oppositional proj-
ects to defend Asian American manhood and womanhood. In the process,
some have embraced a masculinist cultural nationalism, a stance that margin-
alizes Asian American women and their needs. Though sensitive to the emas-
culation of Asian American men, Asian American feminists have pointed out
that Asian American nationalism insists on a fixed masculinist identity, thus
obscuring gender differences. Though divergent, both the nationalist and
feminist positions advance the dichotomous stance of man or woman, gender
or race or class, without recognizing the complex relationality of these cate-
gories of oppression. It is only when Asian Americans recognize the interscee-
tions of race, gender, and class that we can transtorm the existing hicrarchical

structure.
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