the impossibility of a facile assimilation into the “melting
pot” that is the myth about “America.” This, in turn, allows
second and third generation Asian Americans to raise their
voices in resistance against marginalization and racism. The
films point to this factor and indicate the fallacy of a purity of
origin, i.e., when students make racist remarks like “go back
home,” Asian Americans can and do speak out.

(¢) These films also show that the category “Asian
American” cannot be glibly orientalized along the poles of
tradition and modernity, but rather, that they must be con-
stantly negotiated as viable, sustainable identities. In order
to make this point, the many films selected here reveal that
uncritical, liberal generosity is based upon extremely pejora-
tive remarks like “we respect you even though you are differ-
ent.”

The films are:

My America, or Honk if You Love Buddha (Director/
Producer Renee Tajima Pena. Distributed by Women Make
Movies. Chinese American primarily).

Shepherd s Pie and Sushi (Distributed by 100 Miles
Film Group. Japanese Canadian)

This Bloody Blundering Business (Director Peter
Davis. Distributed by Transcontinental Films. Filipino
American)

Pure Chutney (Director/Narrator Amitava Ghosh.
Indian American and Indian Caribbean diaspora)

Exile and Displacement (Producer Prajna Parashar.
Distributed by Women Make Movies)

Three film clips I did not have time to screen:

Riding the Tiger (Vietnam War, a male account) and

The Long Haired Warriors (North Vietnamese
women as revolutionary, fiercely patriotic warriors), and

Between Two Worlds (Korean American, gay
identities.)

[ thank Gurudev, Rohin Rajan, Catherine Benton,
and Ramona Islam, Media Librarian at Fairfield University,
for their help as I prepared this work. These films can be
ordered from www.cinemaguild.com and
'il-"l\"ln'.','l\'I‘HHu‘.‘HﬂTI’II\'I‘..’HTO'I.-'I'.L’.\'.COHI.
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Teaching Chinese History

Through Film

Yi Sun
University of San Diego

My experience of teaching a Chinese history course
through the use of feature films and documentaries has been
a very successful one. The three-hour class allows the stu-
dents to first study the historical contexts from a short lec-
ture which, in conjunction with pre-assigned reading materi-
als, enables them to obtain a firm grasp of the relevant factual
information, watch a selected film and then engage in
oftentimes heated and reflective discussions of a particular
topic or time period in Chinese history. After each film, stu-
dents are required to write their own “thinking” questions for
group discussion. The film reviews that the students are re-
quired to write need to demonstrate their analytical under-
standing of key issues and events in Chinese history. Though
similar in its topical coverage to other courses that deal with
the history of modern China, this class nevertheless gener-
ates a sense of vividness and immediacy to the students’
learning experience. While placing the analysis of important
historical events and developments in a chronological frame-
work, the lectures, films and class discussions are all de-
signed to highlight the significance of Chinese culture in
shaping its political struggles and economic endeavors. Af-
ter providing some necessary background knowledge about
the language, environment, ethnology and philosophical/re-
ligious foundations, the class focuses on the trials and tribu-
lations as well as the dynamics and challenges in Chinese
history since the mid-19" century with the onset of Western
imperialism.

Encounters with the West are illustrated with the
film The Opium War, directed by Xie Jin, perhaps the most
celebrated director in China, and released in Beijing in 1997 to
coincide with Hong Kong’s reversion to the mainland. Unlike
some earlier Chinese films on the Opium War, this one pre-
sents a more balanced and objective portrayal of the events
that led up to the outbreak of the war, the treaty negotiating
process, and the internal dissensions with the Qing govern-
ment. It depicts the Chinese cultural complacency as well as
the British arrogance and the latter’s practice of “gunboat
diplomacy.” One notable change from the previous Chinese
interpretation is the depiction of the character Qishan, who is
recorded in many Chinese history books as a traitor respon-
sible for the humiliating terms that China had to accept as
stipulated in the Treaty of Nanjing. In this film, Qishan ap-
pears as a more realistic diplomat who advocates for a peace-
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