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] present here a collage of ideas instead of an essay, in

Lin effort 10 position and then interrogate important theoretical

constructs that are used to understand the nuances of being

an Asian American in the United States. This effort,

consequently, will explicate the meaning of Asian American

identity as a lived experience. The theoretical constructs thai

I underscore through these film clips reveal specific aspects

ofcultural engagement and interaction between majority and

minority cultures in the US. My strategy is deliberately

irreverent, for I have found that Students allow themselves to

debate and discuss difficult issues, such as race relations,

when it is done with delicate irony and abundant good humor.

The films that I use address all the concerns listed below:

{a) The confusion over the name "Asian1" in main

stream US cultures is the first point to be addressed. Most

often, '"Asia" is shorthand for China and Japan. Because of

orientalist patterns prevalent in popular culture and dated

forms of explaining the "orient" in the academy, differences

in geography, history, culture, religion, tradition, and migra

tion patterns ol'ihe numerous nationalities within "Asia" are

lumped together into easy stereotypes. For example, things

mosl familiar about Asia are the "exotic other" images in

popular culture or the "model minority" category within the

academy. In other words, the fact that Afghanistan is located

in Asia, or that there are practicing Jews in India, or that

China's culture is very different from that of Sri Lanka, or that

history of Vietnam is embedded in French colonization and

goes beyond the US-Vietnam war is sometimes news to our

undergraduates. The films make this easy to understand.

(b) Lisa Lowe argues that the problem of

misrecognition is not limited to white students alone, but

indeed, exists on the inside as well. She says, "Asian Ameri

can discussions of eihmeity are far from consistent; rather,

these discussions contain a wide spectrum of articulations

that include, at one end, the desire for an identity represented

by a fixed profile of ethnic traits, and at another, challenges

the very notions of identity and singularity which celebrate

ethnicity as a fluctuating composition of differences, inter

sections, and incommensurabilities, The latter efforts attempt

to define ethnicity in a manner that accounts no! only for

cultural inheritance, but for active cultural construction as

well" ('"Heterogeneity, I lybridity, Multiplicity: Marking Asian

American Differences in Diaspora," 27).

(c) Race marks Asian Americans as visibly differ

ent, and that is a major factor in classroom discussions. A molt

and Maithaei write that, "whites discriminated against sec

ond-generation Asians, who unlike white ethnics, could not

disguise their ethnicity by speaking English and adopting

European-American ways. Thus, barriers to upward mobility

in the labor market compelled many Asian Americans to seek

advancements through self-employment in family busi

nesses—for the Chinese, laundries and restaurants; for the

Japanese, truck fanning; and for the Koreans, grocery stores"

(Race, Gender, and Work, 195). These films reveal how clearly

racial differences are articulated in, managed by, and inserted

into mainstream US culture, always to the advantage ofwhile

populations. Further, issues and subjects of interest to Asian

Americans are elided Into mainstream discussions without

attention to diasporic or immigration patterns. Recollecting

one's own history of migration, diasporie or enforced, allows

a Vietnamese American student, for example, to mark her place

in the university's culture as being distinct from thai of an

Indian American. These internal differences are important in

understanding how class structures get manifested in pat

terns of assimilation. These films point to these clear distinc

tions while also gesturing towards partial versions of immi

gration history of Asians as circulated in mainstream US ac

counts,

(d) The above factor allows students to recognize
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