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INTRODUCTION
lynn fujiwara and shireen roshanravan

As feminists whose intellectual and po liti cal  development 
emerged through  Women of Color feminisms, our own connections and 
experiences with Asian American feminist work have been inspiring, infor-
mative, and hopeful. Impor tant contributions by Asian American femi-
nists (Mitsuye Yamada, Genny Lim, Nellie Wong) in the first edition of 
This Bridge Called My Back (1981) established an Asian American feminist 
voice among  Women of Color feminists challenging white feminist hege-
mony and heteropatriarchal nationalisms. Since This Bridge, critical publi-
cations focused on Asian American  women’s histories, experiences, and 
feminist perspectives have appeared in collections like Making Waves: An 
Anthology of Writings by and about Asian American  Women (1989), The For
bidden Stitch: An Asian American  Women’s Anthology (1989), Making More 
Waves (1997), Dragon Ladies: Asian American Feminists Breathe Fire (1999), 
Asian / Pacific Islander American  Women: A Historical Anthology (2003), 
and Asian American  Women: The Frontiers Reader (2004). For  those of us 
searching for com pany in the gap between hetero- masculine Asian Ameri-
can and white racist feminist studies,  these anthologies provide impor tant 
ground for claiming and making sense of the specific impact of racialized 
gender oppressions on the lives of Asian American  women and our commu-
nities. We found in them articulations of potential intellectual and po liti cal 
communities from which to teach and engage the concerns specific to Asian 
Americans with a growing feminist and antiracist consciousness.

The very possibility of imagining and generating this collection thus 
emerges from the Asian American feminist work of so many who offer ana-
lytics that enable us to think how race, gender, sexuality, class, and citizen-
ship have  shaped Asian American communities and politics. Historians 
such as Shirley Hune, Judy Yung, and Valerie Matsumoto provide us with 
a gendered lens through which to make sense of the role and presence of 
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Asian American  women in “first wave” Asian immigrant histories. Influ-
ential scholarship by Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Catherine Ceniza Choy, Yên 
 Lê Espiritu, Rhacel Salazar Parreñas, and Linda Trinh Vo historically and 
contemporaneously examine the global economy of racialized gendered 
 labor,  family, and citizenship. Literary and cultural studies scholars such 
as Lisa Lowe, Elaine Kim, Chandra Mohanty, Trinh T. Minh-ha, Gayatri 
Gopinath, Candace Fujikane, Jasbir Puar, Grace Hong, and Laura Kang 
forged analytics that gave us the language to name and examine racialized 
gender dynamics of Asian American negotiations of multiple oppressions. 
We honor  these and the many more Asian American feminist scholars who 
have left indelible marks on the emergence and advancement of the intel-
lectual and po liti cal ground for an Asian American feminism.

While the question “What is Asian American feminisms?” motivates this 
collection, we are also attentive to what should not be subsumed within 
Asian American feminisms. During the 2002 Association for Asian Amer-
ican Studies meetings in Salt Lake City, Utah, a ballot initiative to change 
the AAAS to include Pacific Islanders (AAPIAS, Association for Asian / 
Pacific Islander American Studies), ignited a contentious debate about the 
historical practice of erasing or subsuming Pacific Islanders within the racial 
category Asian American. In the name of inclusion and co ali tion, the ini-
tiative met strong re sis tance from Pacific Islander scholars who astutely 
pointed out a history of erasure and dissimilarity, as well as structural dif-
ferences in notions of citizenship, migration, sovereignty, and indigeneity 
(see Hall 2008; Diaz 2004). J. Kēhaulani Kauanui articulated the politics of 
this problematic in her article “Asian American Studies and the Pacific 
Question,” where she states: “Asian Amer i ca, and Asian American Studies 
more specifically, has derived some power and legitimacy by not acknowl-
edging the degree to which their own have participated in the further mar-
ginalization of Pacific Islanders— and Pacific Islander Studies, through their 
self- promotion as both decision- maker and speaker on behalf of Pacific 
 peoples” (Kauanui 2005, 138). Heeding Kauanui’s (and many  others’) con-
cerns, we recognize Asian American feminist studies and Pacific Islander 
feminist studies as two distinct fields in need of comparative engagement 
rather than false inclusion.

GENERATIVE BEGINNINGS

The idea for this edited collection materialized at the 2014 Association for 
Asian American Studies (AAAS) meeting in San Francisco, where we 
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noticed minimal Asian American feminist content in the many ses-
sions, plenaries, and roundtables. Though we  were both faculty members 
in  women’s and gender studies, we  were in vari ous stages of moving our 
positions to ethnic studies departments. Thus we possessed a keen sense of 
intellectually engaging an Asian American feminism in both ethnic studies 
and  women’s and gender studies spaces and classrooms. We regularly teach 
 Women of Color feminist theory courses and lamented the absence of more 
con temporary edited collections akin to Chicana feminisms or Indigenous 
feminisms readers that grapple with both theoretical and conceptual frame-
works of the field as well as specific and par tic u lar issues. Asian American 
feminisms, as a field of scholarly and po liti cal inquiry, has yet to be presented 
in a conceptual manner or through an epistemological approach.

It just so happened that our initial conversation about our desire to 
see a collection that confronted the messiness, indefinability, and con-
tentious strains of what one may call an Asian American feminist frame-
work was with Larin McLaughlin, editor in chief at University of Washington 
Press. She was inspired by our riffing and gave us the support and encour-
agement to make this collection happen. Our goal was to create a teachable 
collection with an intentional focus on the dynamics, tensions, and par-
allels between Asian American feminisms and  Women of Color feminisms. 
This collection is not intended to be a survey of Asian American  women. 
We did not anchor the collection in questions that seek diff er ent Asian 
American perspectives foregrounding “gender” to understand an issue 
like “immigrant families.” Instead, we conceptualized this collection as 
offering responses to questions that require a mapping of the historically 
and culturally specific logics and theoretical frameworks constitutive of 
what we could call a distinctly Asian American feminist reading of resis-
tant possibilities, violent realities, and po liti cal solidarities.

Accordingly, we asked each contributor to consider the following ques-
tions as they wrote their chapters: What theoretical interventions, resistant 
strategies, and epistemic shifts shape the field of Asian American femi-
nisms? More specifically, how are  these central concepts, theories, and 
praxical strategies in dialogue with the co ali tional politics of  Women of 
Color and US Third World feminisms? What tensions or disconnections 
push against and redefine or reimagine the possibilities for an Asian Amer-
ican feminist politics? This collection offers the beginnings of what we 
hope  will become an enduring engagement with  these questions. In  doing 
so, we also consider why  these questions need to be asked and remain dif-
ficult to answer, and we consider the possibility that Asian American 
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feminisms as a field is situational, uncontained, and always in dialogue with 
shifting tensions within Asian Amer i ca. Our concern  here is to leave the 
reader with a clearer and broader perspective of the politics at stake: What 
is an Asian American feminist politics as a conceptual lens, a praxical strat-
egy for re sis tance, and a nexus for  Women of Color solidarity?

In her 1981 article “Invisibility Is an Unnatural Disaster: Reflections of 
an Asian American  Woman,” Mitsuye Yamada calls for Asian American 
 women to make themselves meaningfully vis i ble in co ali tion with  Women 
of Color activism. Core to this collection is the question of an Asian Amer-
ican feminist visibility accountable to the (tentative, relative, and illusory) 
institutional privileges of model- minority racial constructions that sustain 
 today’s racial and settler- colonial landscape. As Grace Hong has theorized, 
 Women of Color or US Third World  Women formations emerged pur-
posefully as “co ali tion through difference” (Hong 2006, xvi); however, in 
 today’s neoliberal technology of power,  those differences drive protection 
for some and death for  others (Hong 2015, 1–25). How does an Asian Amer-
ican feminism engage in a co ali tional praxis of visibility within heteroge-
neous Asian American communities and in solidarity with  Women of Color 
resistant communities, responsibly and with accountability to diff er ent 
forms and urgencies of vio lence and threat?

The word politics as we use it in the phrase  Women of Color politics ref-
erences the maneuvers, mobilizations, movements, tactics, and strategies 
used to actively negotiate and resist the ongoing legacies of power and 
domination in their myriad manifestations across time and space. In this 
regard, we do not understand “politics” as something taking place only at 
the level of law and policy or street- level issue- based organ izing, nor do we 
presume  these realms of po liti cal work to be divorced from the politics of 
knowledge generation. The language, concepts, and theoretical frameworks 
that shape what, when, and how we perceive vio lence inform policies and 
organ izing strategies in realms more readily identifiable as where “the real 
po liti cal work” happens. Indeed,  Women of Color as a po liti cal identification 
exemplifies the necessary politics of creating language that can name what 
(neo)colonial proj ects do not want us to identify, address, and change. Kim-
berlé Crenshaw’s (1991) theorizing of “intersectionality” reveals the impos-
sibility of identifying vio lence against  women of color insofar as the law 
cannot account for the simultaneous experience of gender vio lence  shaped 
by racial vio lence and vice versa. This impossibility at the level of the law is 
reflected in the failure of mainstream public antiviolence movements, which 
 either tend only to white English- only, middle- class cis heterosexual 
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 women or cis heterosexual men of color (see Critical Re sis tance and 
Incite! 2016, 227–30). Insofar as  Women of Color names an impossible real-
ity that si mul ta neously references vio lence unseen at the intersection of 
race and gender, it also opens ave nues for imagining an impossible poli-
tics that refuses the false separation of “race” and “gender” embedded in 
our cultural and po liti cal frameworks (Crenshaw 1991; Hong 2006). 
Accordingly, the chapters in this collection intentionally emphasize con-
ceptual, methodological, epistemic, and historical analyses as an urgent 
po liti cal proj ect to offer ways of identifying injustice and strategies that can 
better inform an Asian American feminist praxis.

Of course, po liti cal proj ects of knowledge generation are liberatory only 
if they are informed by on- the- ground strug gle. The terrain of strug gle can 
and should vary to maximize and sharpen the production of multiple tools 
for liberation. All of the contributors in this collection, including our-
selves, write in and through our specific geo-  and body politics of strug gle, 
in tension with, and beyond, the colonial confines of the university and its 
disciplinary mandates. We are clear about the stakes involved in remem-
bering histories and generating analyses that Asian Americans  were never 
meant to remember, elaborate, or enact. We are scholars who have engaged 
in scholarly activist research that works to challenge, rework, and reshape 
knowledge production in the acad emy. Several of us have engaged in 
participatory action research in local Asian immigrant and refugee com-
munities  toward organ izing or mobilization efforts. Still  others have worked 
 toward meaningful social change and transformation in academic spaces 
that are often hostile to  women and queer  people of color. Several of our 
contributors examine par tic u lar “on- the- ground” Asian American feminist 
po liti cal mobilizations, like Partners in Healing, Af3irm, the Asians4Black-
Lives network, working through broader conceptualizations of solidarity, 
co ali tional possibilities, settler colonialism, heterogeneity, and difference as 
ways to consider the possibilities of an Asian American feminist praxis. 
While we would like to avoid binaristic and overly dichotomous distinctions 
between “academic feminism” and “on- the- ground feminism,” we do not 
profess this book to be a community activist handbook or community activ-
ist narration. But we do offer it as an incitement to methodologies and 
frameworks that are more accountable to the vari ous intellectual, po liti cal, 
social, and familial communities and collectives with whom we seek to build 
violence- free ways of living, thinking, and loving.

Through the course of putting this collection together we held numer-
ous roundtables with contributors and audience members interested and 
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invested in the further development of the field. Contributor Judy Wu rees-
tablished the feminist caucus in the AAAS, which convened at the 2017 
meetings in Portland, Oregon. Needed conversations about the meaning of 
Asian American feminisms revealed that we strug gle to name and exam-
ine our diff er ent po liti cal entry points into what ever we considered to be 
constitutive of an Asian American feminisms. We hope that the chapters 
in this book  will work as a point of departure for  future conversations and 
more dialogue on the methodological and po liti cal groundings of our Asian 
American feminist orientations.

WHY  WOMEN OF COLOR POLITICS?

Given that  Women of Color feminisms provide our point of departure for 
the dialogues initiated by the chapters in this collection, we want to be clear 
on how we are understanding the po liti cal identification, princi ples, and 
genealogy of the term  Women of Color. While the identity  women of color 
is often used as a demographic descriptor for  those legally classified in the 
United States as “nonwhite” and “female,” we use the identification in its 
cross- racial feminist co ali tional meaning and historical emergence at the 
intersection of the 1960s US civil rights, antiwar, gay and  women’s libera-
tion movements. We do so intentionally and with a keen awareness of its 
po liti cal and intellectual relation with, and distinctions from, “transna-
tional” or “global” feminist proj ects. As part 1 of this collection addresses, 
the Third World  Women’s Alliance, one of the first  Women of Color po liti-
cal formations, materialized through an emergent consciousness that total 
liberation requires acknowledging and addressing what Crenshaw (1991) 
came to theorize as the “intersectionality” of oppressions. Crenshaw’s now 
widely used and cited framework of intersectionality names the experi-
ence of multiply marginalized  peoples who become invisible on multiple 
fronts of strug gle when singular privileged identity markers overdeter-
mine antiviolence priorities, approaches, and agendas. Made invisible by 
the racism in the 1960s  women’s and lesbian movements and by the 
(hetero)sexism in the racial justice and civil rights movements, Black, 
Puerto Rican, Chicana/o, Native, Arab, and Asian American  women came 
together in a co ali tional commitment to address the interdependence of all 
oppression and liberation efforts. In using the capitalized terms  Women 
of Color politics and  Women of Color identification in this collection, we 
invoke cross- racial feminist co ali tions and the cultural, scholarly, and 
activist work they generated.
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The institutional eclipsing of  Women of Color feminisms by “trans-
national” or “global” feminisms resonates with what Sau- Ling Wong (1995) 
theorizes as the “denationalization” of Asian American studies into Asian 
diasporic studies at the turn of the twenty- first  century. Characterizations 
of “Asian American” studies and “ Women of Color” feminisms as a “nar-
row” US- centric phase that must give way to, or be absorbed into, a more 
sophisticated and encompassing “transnational” or “global” focus evidences 
a “forgetting” of the anti- imperial radical organ izing and po liti cal con-
sciousness grounding  these po liti cal identifications.  Those who came to 
forge the intellectual and activist genealogies of  Women of Color feminisms 
did do so within the belly of the beast, but their specific US geo-  and body 
politics advanced an unequivocal refusal to abide by the carceral, (settler-)
colonial, imperialist and heteropatriarchal logics of US empire. Relatedly, 
the identity Asian American emerged in cross- racial co ali tion with other 
US communities of color against white supremacy and US imperialism. Jet-
tisoning the “Asian American” or US “ woman of color” as a “narrow” sub-
ject of ethnic studies or feminist inquiry facilitates an evasion of po liti cal 
grappling with one’s subjection to, and complicity in, US empire. It allows 
one to escape into what Chandra Mohanty and M. Jacqui Alexander have 
called the “cartographic difference of the transnational as always elsewhere” 
(Mohanty and Alexander 2012, 33), thereby enabling the recentering of white 
scholars as saviors of the now prioritized “foreign” non- US, non- English- 
speaking Third World subject. Such evasion from the contradictory US sub-
ject of color assuages apo liti cal preferences to study ethnic experiences of 
 peoples descending from diff er ent Asian origins where “race” or “white 
supremacy” cease to be salient analytics. Given the model- minority racial 
proj ect’s overdetermination of Asian Americans as white supremacy’s 
favorite apo liti cal pawns, we emphatically join Sau- Ling Wong in “claiming 
Amer i ca,” not in a patriotic cele bration but in a  Women of Color commit-
ment to accountability for all vio lence constitutive of the US settler- colonial 
state.

When and how Asian American feminisms heed this  Women of Color 
call to “claim Amer i ca” requires careful attention to the vari ous settler- 
colonial, imperial, racial, and sexual borders of vio lence that shape one’s 
historical pres ent in (re sis tance to) the US settler- colonial state. To this end, 
Asian American feminist thought must learn from Indigenous theorizing 
of sovereignty and Black theorizing of freedom in the face of ongoing geno-
cide and enslavement, as well as Chicanx and Latinx feminist theorizing 
on the politics of borders and borderlands. Our shared, though distinct, 



ly n n f u j i wa r a a n d sh i r e e n rosh a n r ava n10

racialization as “foreigners” and “illegals” presumed to speak no or poor 
En glish and with a penchant for  doing work whites/Anglos  will not do, espe-
cially for the wages offered us, makes Chicanx and Latinx feminisms par-
ticularly rich theoretical ground for the borders that Asian American 
feminisms must navigate. Similar to Chicanx and Latinx feminist scholarly 
compilations, we worked consciously to approach an Asian American fem-
inisms proj ect as critically heterogeneous and marked by multiple and 
divergent histories and experiences. The editors of Chicana Feminisms: 
A Critical Reader state in their introduction, “Chicana feminist writers 
recognize that  women of Mexican origin constitute a diverse community 
that requires varied theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches 
to understand all facets of Chicana experiences” (Arredondo 2003, 3). As 
Claire Jean Kim (2004) notes, Asian Amer i ca constitutes an extraordinarily 
diverse  people across language, religion, and histories of colonization and 
Euro- American imperialism. We thus follow Chicanx and Latinx, Indige-
nous, and Black feminisms to articulate an Asian American feminist proj-
ect that refuses any monolithic prescription or description and situates our 
historical ground of complicity and re sis tance, to open co ali tional possi-
bilities in ongoing strug gles for social justice.

Born of po liti cal agendas that utilize difference as a tool of division and 
subordination,  Women of Color politics is decidedly co ali tional and actively 
engages “difference” as a site of knowledge that can amplify and sharpen 
any arsenal of re sis tance. Po liti cal identification with  Women of Color fem-
inisms thus requires openness to engage differences as they reflect back 
our own (unwitting) complicity in the oppression of  others. Accordingly, 
we began this proj ect in a commitment to engage Indigenous Pacific Island-
ers, Southeast Asian Americans, and Arab Americans in their critiques of 
Asian American studies. Their distortions, marginalizations, and/or era-
sures by and within Asian American intellectual and po liti cal formations— 
via imperialist “forgetting” or settler- colonial absorption— compel any 
Asian American feminist politics to center its perspectives in generating a 
truly liberatory praxis. Centering  those historically and systemically mar-
ginalized or erased as knowing subjects is a key methodological and epis-
temological princi ple of  Women of Color feminisms. This requires us to 
consider not only who is pres ent in our circles of solidarity but also who is 
absent and why. Although we did reach out to, and invite contributions 
from, Arab American and non- Hawaiian Pacific Islander scholars, their 
absence from our collection nevertheless evidences our own complicity in 
the institutionalized marginalization of their scholarship. Whom did we not 
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know to invite? What ways of relating in and beyond the acad emy construct 
this ignorance? Their absence also evidences the enormous weight  these 
already marginalized scholar- activists bear in the strug gle to exist in the 
face of poor infrastructural academic support and aggressive targeting by 
US empire and its ongoing commitments to settler colonialism. For example, 
the per sis tent barrage of right- wing Zionist attacks by organ izations like 
Lawfare Proj ect informs the absence of Rabab Ibrahim Abdulhadi, profes-
sor and chair of Arab and Muslim Ethnicities Diasporas (AMED) at San 
Francisco State University, from this collection. Professor Abdulhadi’s 
absence from our collection is thus inextricable from daily on- the- ground 
strug gles for Palestinian rights to exist against aggressive US- backed Israeli 
settler colonialism. The US academic ouster of Steven Salaita further dem-
onstrates in no uncertain terms the targeting of Palestinian Americans who 
dare speak against the US- backed Israeli occupation of Palestine and the 
genocide of their  peoples. The enormous toll  these  battles for existence claim 
on one’s well- being cannot be overstated. We must be accountable for the 
ways the genocidal logics of settler colonialism are inextricable from what 
Boaventura de Sousa Santos calls “epistemicide”: the derailing, silencing or 
other destruction of Indigenous knowledges, memories, and relations to 
other cultures (Santos 2016, 18). We hope this collection breaks ground in 
building a robust and out spoken Asian American feminist praxis that com-
mits unequivocally to the strug gle for Palestinian and all Indigenous self- 
determination. Such commitments are the roots of US Third World and 
 Women of Color feminist politics.

READING ROUTES: MAPPING MULTIPLE  
CONCEPTUAL CONSTELLATIONS

We or ga nized the twelve chapters into five pos si ble constellations that 
emerge at the intersection of Asian American feminist engagement with 
 Women of Color co ali tion politics. This mapping of the chapters offers one 
of multiple routes for reading the chapters in relation to each other. Each 
part title invokes a concept, methodology, or epistemic princi ple central to 
 Women of Color feminist scholarship.

Part 1, “Re- membering Our Pres ent: Asian American Genealogies in the 
Emergence of  Women of Color Formations,” invokes M. Jacqui Alexander’s 
concept of “re- membering” as a  Women of Color feminist methodology that 
resurges genealogies to expand our historical ground and give voice to 
yearnings for a large sense of a resistant self in community. Judy Wu and 
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Grace Kyungwon Hong enact this methodology of “re- membering” Asian 
American feminist participation in the early formations of  Women of Color 
politics. In  doing so, they open possibilities for how we might imagine Asian 
American feminist horizons of liberation as deeply tied to an anti- imperial, 
cross- racial, and anticapitalist co ali tional consciousness.

Wu’s and Hong’s proj ects of “re- membering” Asian American feminist 
participation in  Women of Color po liti cal genealogies ground the intimate 
politics of Tom Sarmiento’s and erin Khuê Ninh’s explorations of Asian 
American feminist ways of knowing, being, and desiring. In part 2, “Erotic 
(Dis)Connections: Epistemologies of Asian American Sexual Politics,” both 
Ninh and Sarmiento foreground the ontological and epistemological dimen-
sions of Asian American intersubjectivity  shaped by the heteropatriarchal 
forces of neo co lo nial ism and racism. Their chapters center modes of desir-
ing that Asian American  women and queer subjects manifest to interrogate 
ave nues for understanding and undoing self- destructive logics of (neo)colo-
nialism and its racial proj ects. As such, they enact a central  Women of 
Color methodology that emphasizes how diff er ent understandings of our 
self emerge through what Audre Lorde calls “erotic knowledge”— “our deep-
est and nonrational knowledge” (Lorde 1981, 53).

The decolonial refusal to enact an Asian American feminist subjectivity 
that remains complicit in (neo)colonial and white supremacist logics, espe-
cially settler- colonial logics, is the  Women of Color methodological princi ple 
organ izing part 3. In “Decolonial Investments: Centering Indigeneity and 
Orienting against Settler Complicities,” we hold Asian American femi-
nisms accountable to tensions between Asian American settler colonial-
ism and dialogues with Pacific Islander feminisms. The chapters in this part 
outline and enact concrete methodologies for an Asian American feminist 
praxis that invests in a decolonial refusal to think and act in complicity with 
settler- colonial logics. Lani Teves and Maile Arvin generously elaborate the 
vio lence that Asian Americans enact when they absorb Pacific Islanders into 
their orga nizational, intellectual, and po liti cal proj ects with disregard for 
their settler- colonial complicities in Pacific Islander oppressions and era-
sures. Tamsin Kimoto and Sunera Thobani offer analyses and methodolo-
gies for  doing Asian American and Asian Canadian feminism that heed 
Teves’s and Arvin’s call to accountability.

The “re- membering” enacted in part 1 includes Asian American femi-
nist challenges to coloniality’s framing of the “civilized West” against the 
“backward East” in the revaluing of the Asian  woman as symbolic warrior 
of decolonizing nations. This revaluation is a central epistemic shift enacted 
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by  Women of Color co ali tion politics in its stand against the demonization 
or dismissal of non- Western ways of knowing. In part 4, “Beyond ‘Culture 
Clash’ Reductions: Organ izing against State and Interpersonal Vio lence,” 
Priya Kandaswamy, Gina Velasco, and Ma Vang challenge the ways the 
Asian- Backward/US- Progressive binary silences or erases the nuances of 
Asian/American and Asian refugee complexities. Re- seeing  these subjects 
beyond  these “culture clash” reductions, they argue, is crucial to generat-
ing an Asian American feminist praxis that centers the non- English- 
speaking Hmong refugee, the Filipina mi grant worker, or the pregnant 
unmarried Indian American  woman as agentic subjects of knowledge in the 
strug gle to end state and interpersonal vio lence endemic to US empire.

In part 5, “Incommensurability and (In)Visibility: Theorizing an Asian 
American Feminist Praxis,” Lynn Fujiwara and Shireen Roshanravan cen-
ter  Women of Color co ali tional politics as a way to forefront accountability 
for power differentials animated by the incommensurability among  those 
with whom we seek solidarity. Both Fujiwara and Roshanravan dwell in 
Asian American moments of (unwitting) complicity in the harms perpe-
trated against Asian refugee/migrant and Black communities to identify and 
motivate the po liti cal consciousness necessary to enacting expansive co ali-
tions. This last part thus returns to a  Women of Color politics of “re- 
membering” and its call to practice the expansion of our po liti cal sense of 
selves in relation to  those with whom we became, and are becoming, Asian 
American feminists.

We encourage the reader to explore the vari ous conceptual constellations 
that may emerge when the chapters are read along routes diff er ent from the 
one we offer above. The chapters in this book could easily be read through 
other critical logics or po liti cal threads. For example, diff er ent modes of 
problematizing the conceptualizations of “home” in Asian American fem-
inist theorizing emerge when reading across the chapters by Stephani 
Nohelani Teves and Maile Arvin, Tamsin Kimoto, and Sunera Thobani. 
While Teves and Arvin reaffirm Oceana as home to Indigenous Pacific 
Islanders and Kimoto questions the meaning of home for Asian Americans, 
Thobani exposes immigrant re sis tance movements that unquestioningly 
strug gle for inclusion (home) into the Canadian nation- state as complicit 
with the dispossession and genocide of Indigenous  peoples. Centering set-
tler colonialism and reaffirming existing critiques of Asian American schol-
ars who incorrectly subsume Pacific Islander interests, Teves and Arvin 
actively “dislodge the perceived affinities of the Asian and Pacific Islander 
racial category” in their chapter “Decolonizing API: Centering Indigenous 
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Pacific Islander Feminism.” To be clear, they state, “The acronym API fore-
closes genuine possibilities for allyship by erasing differences between and 
among Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders,” marginalizing Indigenous 
strug gles  under an Asian American politics. Oceania, while a space of mul-
tiple overlapping sites of colonization, has been and always  will be the cul-
tural and organ izing force of Pacific Islander communities. “Oceania is 
more than a Magellanic space of transit,” not a shore for strangers to arrive 
on. Asian Americans residing in the Pacific Islands are settler colonials as 
are other nonindigenous  peoples; they do not get to claim Hawai‘i as their 
home. Foregrounding Pacific Islander feminisms, Teves and Arvin decol-
onize “API” by mapping out the historical, po liti cal, and geo graph i cal 
differences between Pacific Islanders and Asian Americans; they pres ent 
a series of concrete recommendations for Asian American feminists to 
consciously practice solidarity with Pacific Islander politics. As Native 
Hawaiian feminist intellectuals working within Pacific Islander feminist 
collectives, they provide this list of recommendations based on their 
po liti cal, personal, and intellectual experiences. It is a sharply written, 
pointed approach that intentionally ignites the very emotional stakes for 
Asian American feminists hearing the ways they may have been complicit 
in Pacific Islander erasure.

Tamsin Kimoto and Sunera Thobani attempt to do the work that Teves 
and Arvin call out, recommending that Asian American feminists be con-
scious and accountable to Indigenous politics. Growing up in Hawai‘i as an 
Asian American settler colonial, Tamsin Kimoto begins their chapter, 
“Becoming Restive: Orientations in Asian American Feminist Theory 
and Praxis,” with an auto- ethnographic politics of questioning home. Work-
ing through their own accountability to Indigenous strug gles for self- 
determination and the contradictory positionality of Asian Americans 
as settlers- of- color, Kimoto suggests that Asian American feminists adopt 
a restive orientation in practicing several of the recommendations set forth 
by Teves and Arvin. Kimoto’s theoretical intervention of restive orientation 
“allows us to think in two directions si mul ta neously: to unsettle the place 
one is in while also remaining on the move  toward another place and to 
remain in a certain place while unsettling that  toward which one is ori-
ented.” By adopting a restive orientation, then, Asian American feminists 
take up the call to disrupt settler- colonial logics in a re orientation of notions 
of home and place before attempting to work  toward liberation alongside 
Indigenous  peoples.
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In “Navigating Colonial Pitfalls: Race, Citizenship and the Politics of 
‘South Asian Canadian’ Paradigms,” Sunera Thobani enacts dimensions of 
Kimoto’s restive orientation as she works through a South Asian Canadian 
feminism that interrogates the importance of home, belonging, and rights 
for Muslims in post-9/11 anti- Muslim movements in North Amer i ca. She 
argues that the configuration South Asian Canadian has yet to come to 
terms with the colonial logic of power that is foundational to North Amer i ca 
in its settler formulation and its relation to the making of “South Asia” as a 
colonial/imperial formation. At the core of her analy sis are the workings of 
gender and sexual vio lence that  shaped the dispossession of Indigenous 
 peoples and the erasure of this genocidal vio lence in the nation’s foundation 
in con temporary South Asian feminist activism against racial, gendered, 
and sexual vio lence of South Asian  women.  Because South Asian re sis tance 
movements have privileged citizenship over interrogation of the vio lence 
entailed in the sovereignty or ga nized by the state, the politics articulated in 
the “South Asian Canadian” paradigm have been unable to challenge the 
dehumanization of the Muslim figure.

Filipinx American scholars echo the po liti cal and intellectual distinc-
tions between Asian American and Pacific Islander feminisms established 
by Teves and Arvin. In their chapters, Thomas X. Sarmiento and Gina 
Velasco critique the lack of po liti cal specificity in Asian American feminist 
studies to adequately capture the undercurrents of Filipina and Filipina 
queer context that speak not to a connection with Asia but rather to a neo-
co lo nial Philippines. In “Peminist and Queer Affiliation in Lit er a ture as a 
Blueprint for Filipinx Decolonization and Liberation,” Sarmiento theorizes 
a decolonial queer peminist framework that engages the complexity of Fili-
pinx diasporic lit er a ture through Jessica Hagedorn’s oft- cited Dogeaters and 
Gangster of Love. To analyze the possibilities for queer  women of color soli-
darities among Hagedorn’s characters, he utilizes peminisms as defined by 
Melinda de Jesús: “A specific form of feminist theory rooted in the Filipina 
American experience—an experience very diff er ent from the implicit (and 
thus explicit) subject of white liberal feminism”— that “describes Filipina 
American strug gles against racism, sexism, imperialism, and homophobia 
and strug gles for decolonization, consciousness, and liberation” (de Jesus 
2005, 5). Contextualizing the historical marginalization of Filipina/o Amer-
ican studies within Asian American studies, his reading of Hagedorn 
through a peminist lens amplifies the complexities of decolonial queer Fili-
pinx subjectivity in the Philippine American global context. Sarmiento 
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makes clear that “while peminism stands in solidarity with Asian American 
and  Women of Color feminisms more broadly, to not make space for the 
particularities of diasporic Filipina/x experience reinforces structural 
in equality within subjugated populations, which of course is an extension 
of colonial domination.” Sarmiento’s peminism reads queer- hetero relation-
ships within Hagedorn’s stories as imaginative ways for enacting peminist 
and queer affiliation. In tending to a  Women of Color co ali tional politics, 
he highlights the peminist- queer co ali tional politics that Hagedorn’s nov-
els promote as an alternative to postcolonial Filipinx nationalism.

Gina Velasco shifts from the realm of diasporic lit er a ture to the global-
ized cir cuits of Filipina mi grant  labor to further unpack layers of the uneasy 
inclusion of Filipina/o Americans into the proj ect of Asian Amer i ca. The 
violent colonization of the Philippines by US finance capital and militari-
zation, supplanted by neoliberal neo co lo nial interdependencies, resulted in 
distinctive experiences for Filipinx living, working, and resisting in the 
imperial center. In her chapter, “Negotiating Legacies: The ‘Traffic in 
 Women’ and the Politics of Filipina/o American Feminist Solidarity,” she 
calls for a Filipina/o diasporic feminist approach that centers the nation- 
state, globalization, and transnational  labor to capture the complexity of 
Filipina mi grant workers surviving and mobilizing in the United States. 
Drawing from global economic feminist approaches that center US empire 
and neoliberal forces that shape global in equality and ser vice sector 
work—or as Pierrette Hondagneu- Sotelo puts it, “domestic apartheid” 
(2001)— Velasco critiques feminist re sis tance efforts that rely on sexual 
morality. To challenge trafficking narratives overly reliant on sexual exploi-
tation and victimization, she argues that a  Woman of Color co ali tional 
politics of solidarity must engage the manifestations of empire and global 
economic politics to establish a diasporic Filipina/o feminist solidarity 
accountable to the transnational inequities engendered from neoliberalism. 
Given Filipina American feminists’ positionality to US imperialism and 
neoliberalism, her concern is how a Filipina American feminist can be in 
solidarity with Filipina diasporic feminists in strug gles for workers’ rights 
for Filipina mi grant  women. According to Velasco, Filipina and Asian 
American feminisms must move beyond notions of exclusion/inclusion and 
incorporate US imperialism and colonization as queer, race, and sexualized 
proj ects that shape the po liti cal realities for Third World  women workers.

Reading Sarmiento and Velasco’s chapters together also reflects genera-
tive differences in their respective theorizing of how sexuality functions in 
a Filipina/x American feminist praxis of solidarity. For Velasco, the axis of 
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sexuality functions prominently in its heteropatriarchal iterations to 
advance a morality discourse that hinders, rather than advances, more 
expansive transnational feminist solidarities between Filipina American 
and Filipina mi grant  women. By distinction, Sarmiento’s intervention lies 
in a retheorizing of queerness as primary for solidarity and inherently 
inseparable from other identity locations where peminisms captures the 
multiplicity of identity and centrality of sexuality for neo co lo nial subjects. 
Considering  these two frameworks together leads us to ask: How do we gen-
erate an on- the- ground praxis that si mul ta neously fosters the possibilities 
of a boundary- crossing queer affiliation of peminism that also challenges 
the impact of neo co lo nial mandates for a heteronormative morality as the 
salve for postcolonial strug gles? How have sexuality studies impacted Asian 
American feminisms, and how can we situate sexuality more centrally?

Chapter author erin Khuê Ninh amplifies this question by boldly asking 
 whether and how Asian American  women can speak, know, and enact our 
own desires when model- minority logics infiltrate cultural imperatives to 
produce us as subjects wired to always please  others. In “Without Enhance-
ments: Sexual Vio lence in the Everyday Lives of Asian American  Women” 
she writes, “What is consent for a subject whose algorithm for all  things is 
to identify and meet the standards set by  others? For whom the question of 
yes or no has been ontologically supplanted by the question of success or 
failure?” Answering  these questions, Ninh explains, requires acknowledg-
ing how our internalization of racist values organ izing the model- minority 
racial proj ect produces us as desiring subjects whose core understandings 
of worth and success orient us to desire, first and foremost, the fulfillment 
of other  people’s directives. Following M. Jacqui Alexander, she compels us 
to ask: How have we assimilated alienation (Alexander 2002, 96)? For 
Ninh, then, an Asian American feminist praxis that effectively addresses 
the date rape, sexual harassment, and abuse experienced  every day by 
Asian American  women must foreground the epistemological and onto-
logical question of what it means for us to “pres ent sexually.” Dismissing 
the model- minority racial proj ect as a state- imposed racist myth with no 
impact on our subject formation as Asian Americans consigns us to modes 
of desiring self- abnegation rather our own well- being.

Ninh’s chapter speaks to the collection’s mission to explore the complex-
ities of an Asian American feminist re sis tance that communicates our spe-
cific loci of strug gle and proj ects of self- creation without reinforcing the 
racist and heteropatriarchal logics of the model- minority racial proj ect. This 
requires grappling with the model- minority racial proj ect as it shapes 
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possibilities integral to po liti cally redefining our Asian American subjec-
tivity as expansively co ali tional. Shireen Roshanravan joins Ninh in the 
assertion that an Asian American feminism must grapple with the model- 
minority racial proj ect as more than an externally imposed racist myth in 
need of debunking through public testimony of the diff er ent ways Asian/
Americans are also oppressed racial minorities. In her chapter, “Weapon-
izing Our (In)Visibility: Asian American Feminist Ruptures of the Model- 
Minority Optic,” Roshanravan argues that we must foreground a politics 
of accountability to the ways we have internalized and reinforced the racist 
optic of our racial construction as “the model minority.” Drawing on the 
lessons of co ali tional genealogies of Asian American re sis tance from Yuri 
Kochiyama and Grace Lee Boggs to the con temporary Asians4BlackLives 
campaigns, she suggests that any Asian American feminist proj ect of vis-
ibility must negotiate the racist model- minority optic and the communi-
cative barriers imposed by the model- minority racial proj ect  toward 
cross- racial co ali tion. Accordingly, Roshanravan concludes that a  Women 
of Color feminist proj ect of Asian American visibility bears a co ali tional 
imperative to disrupt the anti- Black and heteropatriarchal insular logics of 
the model- minority racist optic. This co ali tional imperative does not seek 
public visibility and recognition by the racial state but rather invests in 
horizontal co ali tional communication of cross- racial solidarity with  those 
against whom we have been racialized.

While Yuri Kochiyama and Grace Lee Boggs are perhaps two of the 
better- known Asian American activists who committed their life’s work to 
cross- racial solidarity, Judy Wu and Grace Hong shore up genealogies of 
Asian American feminist commitments to cross- racial solidarity that  were 
integral to early  Women of Color po liti cal formations.  These re- memberings 
of Asian American participation in early  Women of Color po liti cal forma-
tions provide the ground for imagining an Asian American feminist po liti-
cal subjectivity rooted in, and routed through, a consciousness of the 
interdependence of all oppressions and possibilities for liberation. Wu’s re- 
membering includes highlighting the importance of Japa nese American 
Patsy Mink, the first  woman of color US legislator, in what we would call 
“liberal feminist” efforts to pass legislation that would guarantee equal edu-
cational opportunities for girls/women and paid child care for working 
 mothers. While Roshanravan suggests that Asian American feminist visi-
bility oriented  toward inclusion in state politics cannot communicate the 
co ali tional imperative of  Women of Color feminist politics, Wu argues for 
the importance of Asian American feminist visibility in all po liti cal realms, 
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including  those aimed at liberal reforms and state inclusion.  Doing so, 
she notes, embraces the princi ple of multiplicity at the heart of what Chela 
Sandoval (2000) calls the “differential consciousness” of US Third World 
feminist methodology. Reading Wu and Roshanravan together thus moves 
us to ask: How does an Asian American feminist praxis enact the “differen-
tial” mode of embracing multiple resistant tactics and strategies against 
oppression while being accountable to the racist US state’s selective absorp-
tion of us as weapons against Indigenous and Black- led movements for 
self- determination?

Lynn Fujiwara and Grace Hong amplify Wu’s invocation of the impor-
tance of  Women of Color methodological emphasis on multiplicity in their 
formulations of an Asian American feminist intervention in shaping a poli-
tics of solidarity attentive to the heterogeneous loci of strug gle constitutive of 
Asian Amer i ca. While Judy Wu’s concept of “radical Orientalism” situates 
the “Asian  woman” as the radical symbol of liberation and inspiration for US 
Third World liberation politics, Fujiwara theorizes the ways such associa-
tions, even in their radical articulations of solidarity, can dismiss the specific 
geo-  and body politics of Asian American strug gle and epistemic re sis tance. 
In “Multiplicity,  Women of Color Politics, and an Asian American Femi-
nist Praxis,” Fujiwara identifies such a dismissal of her own loci of strug gle 
as a third- generation Asian American US  Woman of Color in a journal 
reviewer’s painful comments labeling her honest reflections on a meth-
odological misstep in an early approach to interviewing refugee and 
mi grant  women as “unforgivable.” Through an auto- ethnographic theoriz-
ing of her politics of location, Fujiwara reworks Lisa Lowe’s foundational 
theorizing of “multiplicity” to challenge this dismissal and instead outline 
a conceptual framework that “strives for co ali tional formations with 
accountability to differing, conflicted, and incommensurable positionali-
ties.” She thus offers the conceptual framework of “multiplicity” as a way 
of illuminating the  factors informing her methodological misstep in an 
attempt to do research aimed at advancing social justice agendas centering 
the strug gles facing Asian mi grant and refugee  women. Central to this 
framework is an understanding of the need to engage the tensions emerging 
from our encounters with the incommensurabilities ever pres ent in the vast 
heterogeneity of Asian Amer i ca.  Doing so, Fujiwara argues, allows us to 
access crucial sites of resistant knowledge formation that carry the potential 
to expand our resistant self- understandings as interdependent with  those 
differently located but nevertheless bound to our possibilities for a violence- 
free world.
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Grace Hong historicizes Fujiwara’s methodological emphasis on a poli-
tics of solidarity routed through an engagement of incommensurable dif-
ferences, rather than through their erasure, in her chapter, “Intersectionality 
and Incommensurability: Third World Feminism and Asian Decoloniza-
tion.” Drawing on the archived issues of the Third World  Women’s Alliance 
newsletter,  Triple Jeopardy, and interviews with former members, Hong 
demonstrates how “the role of Asian American  women in the organ ization 
reveals an ethos of multiplicity, heterogeneity, and juxtaposition that chal-
lenges us to recognize the alternative, relational analytic of comparison also 
produced by this organ ization.” In dialogue with Judy Wu, Hong theo-
rizes how Asian and Asian American  women participating in Third 
World liberation movements motivated differential logics of co ali tional 
identification. While the symbol of the Asian  woman, animated as sym-
bol of an anti- imperialist internationalist politics, inspired an identifica-
tion based on a sense of commonality, the Asian American  women who 
chose to identify with the Third World  Women’s Alliance reveal a politics 
of identification motivated by the incommensurable differences encoun-
tered in the organ ization. As Hong underscores in her interview with 
Christina Choy, one of the few Asian American members of the Third 
World  Women’s Alliance, the decision to identify in co ali tion with Puerto 
Rican and Black  women was born of specific structures of vio lence that 
 shaped Choy’s Asian American genealogy. Her attraction to the  Women of 
Color po liti cal formation was born not of a sense of sameness as much as a 
shared sense of the complexity of interdependent multiple oppressions. Like 
Fujiwara, Hong illuminates how the Third World  Women’s Alliance, and the 
politics of intersectionality it advanced, relied on a willingness to interrogate 
difference and incommensurability as they manifested po liti cally among 
members of their organ ization. Fujiwara and Hong thus amplify Wu’s 
emphasis on multiplicity as an Asian American feminist methodological 
commitment by underscoring how the radical co ali tional politics that is the 
hallmark of  Women of Color feminist praxis commits to engaging incom-
mensurabilities and grappling with tensions that arise even among  those we 
may presume to share our perspectives or modes of reading power.

Engaging rather than dismissing or assimilating incommensurable dif-
ferences is also a central component of decolonial feminist praxis that allows 
the centering of  Women of Color frameworks other wise denied by the colo-
nial mono- logic of Eurocentrism. In “The Language of Care: Hmong Refu-
gee Activism and a Feminist Refugee Epistemology,” Ma Vang uses an 
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“ethnography of care” to illustrate the life- saving potential of an Asian 
American feminist praxis that engages the incommensurable non- Western 
refugee worldviews lived through languages Indigenous to refugee home-
lands. She documents the work of Hmong refugee activist Moua, and her 
founding of Partners in Healing in Merced, California, to navigate the gaps 
in care between social welfare and medical institutions and the local Hmong 
refugee community. Vang shows the decolonial epistemic commitments of 
Moua’s work to center Hmong refugees as knowing subjects whose world-
views offer more effective and revolutionary modalities of care that “empha-
size the importance of social relationships to  counter individualized 
notions of care.” The Hmong language in this refugee activism and the 
worldviews it illuminates cease to be “barriers” to Hmong access to health-
care and instead become the bridge to accessing care that is not about man-
agement but rather about honoring Hmong refugee ways of being well in the 
world.

Vang thus joins Fujiwara in exploring the communicative politics of an 
Asian American feminism that centers the perspectives of Asian/American 
refugee communities and the vio lence they endure at the hands of the very 
US institutions heralded by the state as agencies of care. Priya Kandaswamy 
extends this analy sis to the case of Purvi Patel, a twenty- three- year- old 
Indian American  woman charged in 2015 in the state of Indiana with feti-
cide and neglect of a dependent for what the state determined to be the ter-
mination of her pregnancy. In this case involving the first  woman to ever 
be convicted of feticide for self- induced abortion, pro- choice feminist activ-
ists mobilized to advance their efforts against  legal restrictions on abor-
tion. Kandaswamy challenges  these “pro- choice” rallying cries on behalf of 
Patel and instead elaborates an Asian American feminist lens through which 
to read Patel’s criminalization as inextricable from medical and  legal realms 
of institutional vio lence. Instead of presuming, as news coverage of her case 
did, that Patel’s “decision” to terminate her pregnancy was due to a presum-
ably “backward” heteropatriarchal Hindu culture that forbade sex before 
marriage, Kandaswamy traces the relation between the economic and social 
vulnerabilities Indian and other Asian immigrant communities endure 
 because of racist and xenophobic state laws and Patel’s sense of her restricted 
options for self- care. In dialogue with Ninh, Kandswamy argues for an 
Asian American feminist lens that would make sense of Patel’s actions in 
terms of the racist state’s impact on her subject formation within an immi-
grant community struggling to be well. She insists that such a lens must link 
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the “racist ste reo types of Asian  women as deceptive, manipulative, and 
inconceivably foreign” that contributed to Patel’s criminalization with the 
hypercriminalization of Black  women and the mass incarceration of their 
communities. If we are to address all the dimensions of vio lence that  shaped 
the circumstances of Patel’s story, Kandaswamy contends, we must mobi-
lize an Asian American feminist praxis that seeks to forge new subjectivi-
ties while confronting the state vio lence that both targets Asian/American 
communities and solicits our complicity in state- sanctioned vio lence against 
other communities of color.

ON THE POLITICS OF LIMITATIONS, PARTIAL BEGINNINGS,  
AND EXTENDED INVITATIONS

The politics of anthology making involves confronting and negotiating 
limits— word limits, resource limits, and time limits but also, and most 
importantly, the limits of our own perspectives, knowledges, and locations 
in relation to the heterogeneous communities of strug gle to whom we seek 
accountability in elaborating an Asian American feminist politics. This 
edited collection, like all collections, is a partial and limited effort to begin 
what we hope  will be a sustained intellectual and po liti cal commitment 
to grow the theoretical groundings of an Asian American feminist praxis 
that animates  Women of Color co ali tion politics. We stand ready to do 
the work necessary to address the limits of this collection as we attempt 
to live the politics we theorize. In the meantime, we offer you this partial 
beginning as an invitation to join us in forging a fierce feminist and 
decolonial defiance of the presumed compliance, silence, and complicity 
imposed on Asian Americans.

REFERENCES

Alexander, Jacqui M. 2002. “Remembering This Bridge, Remembering Ourselves: 
Yearning, Memory, and Desire.” In This Bridge We Call Home: Radical Vision for 
Transformation, edited by Gloria Anzaldúa and Analouise Keating. New York: 
Routledge.

Alexander, Jacqui M., and Chandra Talpade Mohanty. 2012. “Cartographies of 
Knowledge and Power: Transnational Feminism as Radical Praxis.” In Critical 
Transnational Feminist Praxis, edited by Amanda Lock Swarr and Richa Nagaar. 
New York: SUNY Press.

Arredondo, Gabriela F. 2003. Chicana Feminisms: A Critical Reader. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press.



I n t roduc t ion 23

Asian  Women United of California. 1989. Making Waves: An Anthology of Writing by 
and about Asian American  Women. Boston: Beacon Press.

Choy, Catherine Ceneza. 2003. Empire of Care: Nursing and Migration in Filipino Amer
ican History. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Crenshaw, Kimberlé. 1991. “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, 
and Vio lence against  Women of Color.” Stanford Law Review 43 (6): 1241–99.

Critical Re sis tance and Incite!  Women of Color against Vio lence. 2016. “INCITE! 
 Women of Color against Vio lence.” In Color of Vio lence: The Incite! Anthology. Dur-
ham, NC: Duke University Press.

de Jesús, Melinda L. 2005. “Introduction:  Toward a Peminist Theory, or Theorizing the 
Filipina/American Experience.” In Pinay Power: Peminist Critical Theory: Theorizing 
the Filipina/American Experience. New York: Routledge.

Diaz, Vicente M. 2004. “To ‘P’ or Not to ‘P’?: Marking the Territory between Pacific 
Islander and Asian American Studies.” Journal of Asian American Studies 7 (3): 
183–208.

Espiritu, Yên Lê. 1997. Asian American  Women and Men:  Labor, Laws and Love. Thou-
sand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Fujikane, Candace, and Jonathan Okamura. 2008. Asian Settler Colonialism: From 
Local Governance to the Habits of Everyday Life in Hawai‘i. Honolulu: University of 
Hawai‘i Press.

Glenn, Evelyn Nakano. 2002. Unequal Freedom: How Race and Gender  Shaped Ameri
can Citizenship and  Labor. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Gopinath, Gayatri. 2005. Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public 
Cultures. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Hall, Lisa Kahaleole. 2008. “Strategies of Erasure: U.S. Colonialism and Native Hawai-
ian Feminism.” American Quarterly 60 (2): 273–80.

Hondagneu- Sotelo, Pierrette. 2001. Doméstica : Immigrant Workers Cleaning and Car
ing in the Shadows of Affluence. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Hong, Grace Kyungwon. 2006. The Ruptures of American Capital:  Women of Color Fem
inism and the Culture of Immigrant  Labor. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press.

— — —. 2015. Death beyond Disavowal: The Impossible Politics of Difference. Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press.

Hune, S., and Gail M. Nomura, eds. 2003. Asian/Pacific Islander American  Women: A 
Historical Anthology. New York: New York University Press.

Kang, Laura Hyun Yi. 2002. Compositional Subjects: Enfiguring Asian/American 
 Women. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Kauanui, J. Kēhaulani. 2005. “Asian American Studies and the Pacific Question.” In 
Asian American Studies  after Critical Mass, edited by Kent Ono, 123–43. New Jersey: 
Wiley Blackwell.

Kim, Claire Jean. 2004. “Asian Americans Are  People of Color, Too . . .   Aren’t They? 
Cross- Racial Alliances and the Question of Asian American Po liti cal Identity.” 
AAPI Nexus: Policy, Practice and Community 2 (1): 19–47.

Kim, Elaine H., Lilia V. Villanueva, and Asian  Women United of California, eds. 1997. 
Making More Waves: New Writing by Asian American  Women. Boston: Beacon Press.



ly n n f u j i wa r a a n d sh i r e e n rosh a n r ava n24

Lim, Shirley, and Mayumi Tsutakawa, eds. 1989. The Forbidden Stitch: An Asian Ameri
can  Women’s Anthology. Corvallis, OR: Calyx Books.

Lorde, Audre. 1981. Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power. Tucson, AZ: Kore Press.
Lowe, Lisa. 1996. Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics. Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press.
Matsumoto, Valerie J. 2014. City Girls: The Nisei Social World in Los Angeles, 1920–1950. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Minh-ha, Trinh T. 1989.  Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Mohanty, Chandra Talpade. 2003. Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, 

Practicing Solidarity. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds. 1981. This Bridge Called My Back: Writings 

by Radical  Women of Color. New York: Kitchen  Table Press.
Parreñas, Rhacel Salazar. 2001. Servants of Globalization:  Women, Migration and 

Domestic Work, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Puar, Jasbir K. 2007. Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times. Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press.
Sandoval, Chela. 2000. Methodology of the Oppressed. Minneapolis: University of 

 Minnesota Press.
Santos, Boaventura de Sousa. 2016. Epistemologies of the South: Justice against Epistemi

cide. London: Routledge.
Shah, S. 1997. Dragon Ladies: Asian American Feminists Breathe Fire. Boston: South End 

Press.
Takagi, Dana Y. 1994. Maiden Voyage: Excursion into Sexuality and Identity Politics in 

Asian Amer i ca.” Amerasia Journal 20 (1): 1–17.
Võ, Linda Trinh, and Marian Sciachitano, eds. 2004. Asian American  Women: The 

Frontiers Reader. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.
Wong, Sau- Ling C. 1995. “Denationalization Reconsidered: Asian American Cultural 

Criticism at a Theoretical Crossroads.” Amerasia Journal 21 (1–2): 1–27.
Yamada, Mitsuye. 1981. “Invisibility Is an Unnatural Disaster: Reflections of an Asian 

American  Woman.” In Moraga and Anzaldúa, This Bridge Called My Back: Writings 
by Radical  Women of Color, 35–40.

Yung, Judy. 1995. Unbound Feet: A Social History of Chinese  Women in San Francisco. 
Berkeley: University of California Press.



PART ONE

RE- MEMBERING  
OUR PRES ENT

Asian American Genealogies in the Emergence  

of  Women of Color Formations





27

CHAPTER 1

INTE RSECTIONALIT Y AND  
INCOMME NSUR AB ILIT Y

Third World Feminism and Asian Decolonization

grace kyungwon hong

This chapter examines activist engagements with Asian 
American communities along with the importance of the figure of the 
Asian  woman freedom fighter in the New York chapter of the Third World 
 Women’s Alliance (TWWA). TWWA, an organ ization formed in 1971, 
brought together Black, Puerto Rican, and Asian  women in socialist anti- 
imperialist solidarity proj ects. Through readings of the TWWA periodical 
 Triple Jeopardy, an interview with TWWA member Christine Choy, and 
analyses of archival materials from TWWA orga nizational rec ords, I trace 
the role and repre sen ta tion of Asian  women in this early Third World 
 women’s organ ization so as to reflect on the possibilities and limits of leftist 
Third World solidarity politics.  Triple Jeopardy expressed a deeply interna-
tionalist Third World solidarity that highlighted US imperialism and 
connected it to state vio lence in the United States. While the group often 
mobilized a logic of commensuration in which the Third World was 
 imagined as connected via imperialism, a logic advanced by their invest-
ment in the figure of the Asian  woman freedom fighter in the pages of  Triple 
Jeopardy, an analy sis of the role of Asian American  women in the organ-
ization reveals an ethos of multiplicity, heterogeneity, and juxtaposition 
that challenges us to recognize the alternative, relational analytic of com-
parison also produced by this organ ization. In so  doing, they mobilized a 
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variety of analyses and critiques so as to challenge the vari ous mechanisms 
of capitalism and imperialism. TWWA connected a Black radical inter-
nationalist tradition with a feminist analy sis, a potent combination that 
enabled them to produce a complex and contradictory definition of solidar-
ity based on both a narrative of unity and one that took seriously the differ-
ences, inequalities, and hierarchies between and within racialized groups 
and anti- imperialist histories. Examining TWWA in this way suggests that 
feminist organ izations provided new and diff er ent analytics of compari-
son, and also provides an analytic to apprehend latent or unrecognized ana-
lytics of incommensurability as inherent to Third Worldist internationalist 
politics as a  whole.

At the heart of  these analytics and tactics is the idea of founding move-
ments on rather than in spite of difference, an idea that many have observed 
is foundational to US  Women of Color feminism.  Women of Color femi-
nists’ theorizations of what Kimberlé Crenshaw has termed “intersection-
ality” are profoundly relational and comparative, connecting power relations 
on seemingly disparate scales and registers (Crenshaw 1989). That is, the 
complexities of race, gender, and sexuality meant the per sis tence of hierar-
chies of power within racial groups, even within antiracist, decolonizing 
movements. As such, intersectionality meant challenging the ideas that 
communities are brought together by commonality and that identification is 
the only or even the primary basis for collectivity. Intersectional feminist 
practice engaged the affective and interpersonal relations within move-
ments, relations where power relations are both replicated and contested. 
 Women of Color activists, writers, and artists have developed an analytic 
of difference that became the foundation for their relationships within 
movements. They have addressed the ways languages of strug gle did not, 
and still do not, translate across geo graph i cal contexts and historical tra-
jectories, but asserted that solidarity and co ali tion could still be based 
on, rather than built in spite of,  these incommensurabilities.

TWWA began through discussions in the New York chapter of the Stu-
dent Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), through the efforts of 
co- founder Frances Beal. A lifelong activist and icon of Black and Third 
World feminism, Beal is perhaps best known for her foundational essay 
“Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female,” which was originally published 
as a pamphlet in 1969, and then included in Toni Cade’s groundbreaking 
anthology The Black  Woman as well as Robin Morgan’s Sisterhood Is Power
ful, both published in 1970 (Beal 1970a, 1970b). During the period in which 
she worked with SNCC and established TWWA, Beal worked at the National 
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Council for Negro  Women. She  later moved to the San Francisco Bay Area 
and worked as a journalist and associate editor of The Black Scholar (Beal 
2005, preface). Beal recounts that the politicized space of SNCC allowed 
Black  women to begin to theorize their concerns as structural rather than 
individual (Beal 2005, 35). At the same time, she recounts, some male mem-
bers of SNCC started to gravitate  toward the Nation of Islam and started 
“talking abortion was genocide” (Beal 2005, 36). Having almost died her-
self  because of an illegal abortion that she underwent at the age of seven-
teen and profoundly affected by other Black  women who had likewise 
suffered, Beal pushed back, along with  others, and in 1968, SNCC voted to 
create a Black  Women’s Liberation Committee to investigate “the conditions 
 under which black  women function” (Beal 2005, 27, 37).

By 1970, a number of  women who had no affiliation to SNCC had joined 
them, and they became an in de pen dent organ ization, changing their name 
to the Black  Women’s Alliance. Beal recounts that they focused on repro-
ductive rights, connecting abortion rights to sterilization abuse, which seri-
ously affected Puerto Rican  women (Beal 2005, 37). As such, their efforts 
around reproductive justice  were not simply confined to abortion, unlike 
mainstream white feminist reproductive rights discourses; instead, they 
 were actually one of the earliest feminist organ izations to address steriliza-
tion abuse against  Women of Color. In 1971, perhaps inspired by this focus, 
a group of Puerto Rican  women approached them, asking to join, and they 
became the Third World  Women’s Alliance.

In 1971, one of the New York TWWA members, Cheryl Perry (then Cheryl 
Johnson), moved to the Bay Area and started a chapter  there (Burnham 
2005, 19). In the early 1980s, the Bay Area chapter transformed into the Alli-
ance against  Women’s Oppression (AAWO), allowed white  women to join, 
and focused on  women’s reproductive rights,  women’s health, and welfare 
(Burnham 2005, 24).1 AAWO dissolved in 1989, and member Linda Burn-
ham, whom Johnson had recruited to TWWA, went on to found the  Women 
of Color Resource Center in 1990 (Burnham 2005, 30). The archival rec ord 
for the New York and Bay Area chapters is uneven, with documentary evi-
dence from the New York chapter consisting mainly of issues of its peri-
odical,  Triple Jeopardy. More of the Bay Area chapter’s orga nizational 
rec ords survived  because they  were archived at the  Women of Color 
Resource Center  until it closed in 2011; the rec ords  were then donated to 
the Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College.

As Judy Wu observes in her essay in this volume, the role of Asian and 
Asian American  women in  Women of Color feminist politics has been 
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underexamined in the scholarship. We see this tendency in the small but 
significant lit er a ture on TWWA, which has mainly been situated as a Black 
feminist organ ization. Historian Stephen Ward rightly points out the impor-
tant ways in which TWWA originated as a Black Power organ ization (Ward 
2006). Emerging out of SNCC, which by the late 1960s had dropped the Non
violent part of its name in  favor of National, TWWA’s stated concerns over-
lapped with  those of SNCC, including a critique of state vio lence, both 
domestically and internationally, a commitment to self- determination, and 
a willingness to entertain militant imagery and princi ples, if not as  actual 
tactics. For example, the first issue begins with a discussion of watershed 
events for Black radical movements: the violent suppression of the Attica 
prison riot in September of 1971 and the murder of Black Panther po liti-
cal prisoner George Jackson two weeks prior to the Attica prison riot 
(“Now Attica!!” 1971, 2; “Murder at San Quentin” 1971, 3). While this is cer-
tainly true, TWWA demonstrates the capaciousness of Black feminist 
organ izations; they could be both Black feminist and Third World feminist 
organ izations at the same time,  because of their radical re- envisioning of 
Blackness. Advancing the internationalist aspect of Black Power move-
ments, TWWA connected US state vio lence against domestic populations 
with imperialist vio lence all over the world. Further, the organ ization offered 
a distinctly Third World feminist analy sis, highlighting both the gendered 
nature of imperialistic ventures and Third World  women’s importance to 
anticolonial strug gles.

While the small numbers of Asian American  women in the era before 
the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act meant that Asian repre sen ta tion 
in the organ ization was limited, Asian and Asian American  women  were 
integral to the organ ization. In the pages of  Triple Jeopardy, the New York 
chapter of TWWA  imagined itself as part of a worldwide strug gle against 
imperialism in which Asian anticolonial strug gles played a significant role. 
The Bay Area chapter engaged in a number of activist proj ects in Asian 
American communities, including working with United Farm Workers 
(UFW) and Katipunan ng mga Demokratikong Pilipino (KDP) to help build 
a fa cil i ty for retired farmworkers, and participating in an antiwar demon-
stration or ga nized by the Union of Viet nam ese in the United States on Ho 
Chi Minh’s birthday, among many other efforts.2

 Triple Jeopardy’s overall internationalist focus was impressively wide- 
ranging and comprehensive. During its four- year run, the journal featured 
stories about  women’s revolutionary strug gles in Puerto Rico, Vietnam, 
China, North  Korea, the Sudan, Ec ua dor, Mexico, Palestine, Chile, Oman, 
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and many  others. According to Beal, connecting US imperialism and mili-
tarism abroad with racialized and gendered exploitation and vio lence 
domestically was a priority for TWWA; she credits that position to SNCC 
and the civil rights movement more broadly: “So the very fact that SNCC 
was breaking through on the international issue, was, I think, a very impor-
tant contribution that SNCC made to the  people’s movement as a  whole. . . .  
So I think that was one of the big contributions that the civil rights move-
ment of the ’60s eventually made to our understanding of the link between 
international affairs and domestic affairs” (Beal 2005, 40).

The idealization of Third World  women engaged in anticolonial strug-
gles is pres ent everywhere in  Triple Jeopardy. The anticolonial strug gles of 
 women in Asia—in par tic u lar, Vietnam, China, and to a lesser extent, North 
 Korea— were prominently featured in issues of  Triple Jeopardy and  were an 
impor tant part of TWWA’s transnational and cross- racial solidarity poli-
tics. Indeed, the cover to the inaugural issue of  Triple Jeopardy featured an 
illustration of three  women of color, featuring front and center a  woman in 
a qipao- style dress holding a  rifle, an image that could reference both Chi-
nese and Viet nam ese revolutionary soldiers. Throughout its run,  Triple Jeop
ardy frequently depicted Chinese and Viet nam ese  women, in par tic u lar 
emphasizing their importance to socialist anticolonial revolutions.

The image of revolutionary Asian  women often served as inspiration for 
US- based feminists, a part of a larger turn  toward Asia as an alternative 
model for radicalism. As Robin Kelley and Betsy Esch observe in their essay 
“Black Like Mao,” for the radical Black movements of the 1960s and 1970s in 
the United States, the idea of a socialist republic established not by Eu ro pean 
proletariats, as Marx had declared, but by racialized, formerly colonized, 
agrarian  peoples was im mensely inspiring (Kelley and Esch 1999). They 
write that W. E. B. DuBois’s 1959 trip to China convinced him that “China 
 will lead the underdeveloped nations  toward socialism,” a view shared by 
many Black radical organ izations and individuals (Kelley and Esch 1999, 8). 
In Radicals on the Road, Judy Wu documents a tendency  toward what 
she calls “radical orientalism” among US- based leftist activists (Wu 2013). 
The perceptions of US leftists like Bob Browne, Eldridge Cleaver, Elaine 
Brown, Alex Hing, and Pat Sumi, among  others, “ were refracted through 
idealized projections of the decolonizing Third World,” in par tic u lar their 
romanticization of Viet nam ese, Chinese, and North Korean socie ties that 
they met in their travels to Asia (Wu 2013, 4). Wu notes that this form of 
orientalism subverted the hierarchies manifested in classical oriental-
ism as defined by Edward Said, in that US leftists “idealized the East and 
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denigrated the West.” Yet, in so  doing, radical orientalism maintained 
the notion of a separation between the two (Wu 2013, 5).

US-  and Canada- based feminists  were not impervious to radical orien-
talism. Wu describes the historic Indochinese  Women’s Conferences (IWC) 
or ga nized by North American feminists, which brought a del e ga tion of 
 women from North and South Vietnam and Laos to Vancouver and Toronto 
in April of 1971. While the differing po liti cal orientations of the main North 
American feminist groups organ izing the conference led to disagreements 
and the formation of factions, Wu finds that the North American  women 
 were unan i mous in their admiration for the Southeast Asian  women dele-
gates: “The po liti cal leadership of Indochinese  women inspired an array of 
American  sisters to combat American militarism and imperialism. . . .  The 
idealization of Southeast Asian  women, which was expressed broadly among 
the North American attendees and not just among Asian Americans, reflects 
a radical orientalist sensibility” (Wu 2013, 258–59). As Wu notes in her piece 
in this volume, “The po liti cal heroism of  women in socialist Asia played a 
central role in creating Third World feminism in the United States.”

The case of TWWA supports Wu’s contention. Indeed, TWWA was one 
of two Third World organ izations that the mainly white organizers invited 
to help or ga nize the IWC. The TWWA did not send representatives to the 
major planning meeting held in Budapest but did eventually participate in 
the IWC by organ izing with other Third World  women (Wu 2013, 224–25). 
While TWWA’s participation in the conference was limited, we can see 
many of the hallmarks of radical orientalism in  Triple Jeopardy’s repre sen-
ta tion of Asian  women. In contrast to liberal feminist perspectives on 
 women in Vietnam and other Asian nations as victims requiring saving, 
 Triple Jeopardy represented  these  women as heroes and models, and the 
United States as a prerevolutionary society in need of tutelage, particularly 
in terms of gender equality. In a cover- page article called “Puerto Rican 
 Woman Visits China,” Geneveva Clemente depicts China as a revolution-
ary example for a still- colonized Puerto Rico: “While Puerto Rico, a small 
island in the Ca rib bean, is still a colony of US imperialism, China is a vast 
country in Asia with a population of about 800 million  people. All over 
China,  women can be seen working alongside men and  doing all kinds of 
jobs” (Clemente 1972, 1). Clemente recounts the advances that Chinese 
 women have made  under a Communist regime, including equal pay, access 
to  family planning and abortion, paid maternity leave, socialized child care, 
and access to traditionally male professions. While Clemente observes 
some inequities in professions like politics, education, and medicine, 
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she confidently asserts that  these conditions are residual and that Chinese 
society  under Communism  will eventually eradicate them.

Another article, “Korean  Women,” which carries no byline and reads 
much like a North Korean news release, proclaims that  under the leader-
ship of Kim Il Sung, “the Korean  women have grown up rapidly on the road 
of revolution. . . .  Bringing the revolutionary spirit of self- reliance into full 
play, the Korean  women on the industrial front have made together with 
the man- comrades impor tant contributions to the rapid development of 
industrial production” (“Korean  Women” 1972, 4). The same issue also fea-
tures a statement by the Committee for Solidarity with the Korean  People 
that provides the history of Japa nese and US imperialism in the Korean pen-
insula, outlines the official state of war still governing relations between 
North and South, and likens  Korea to Vietnam (“ Korea = Vietnam” 1972, 3). 
A two- page spread, “Filipino  Women and the Revolution,” centers Filipinas 
in the movement against “the imposition of martial law by the US- Marcos 
dictatorship” (Roja 1973, 8).

Unsurprisingly, however, it was Vietnam that was most often referenced. 
Nearly  every issue of  Triple Jeopardy includes some reference to Vietnam, 
 whether it be a critique of US Third World  people’s role as cannon fodder 
in the Vietnam War or an excoriation of US imperialist policy abroad. Most 
significant  were the tributes to Viet nam ese  women freedom fighters as fig-
ures of revolutionary strug gle. Two articles exemplify this position. One 
is a statement by activist Pat Sumi, who, as Wu documents, was part of 
the Black Panther del e ga tion to China, North  Korea, and Vietnam in the 
 summer of 1970 and a central or ga nizer of the IWC (Wu 2013, 186). Sumi 
writes, “The example of Indochinese and Viet nam ese  women shows us the 
way. . . .  We must draw on our courage and follow the  women of the world 
in throwing this system onto the rubbish heaps of history” (Sumi 1972, 8). 
Less than two years  after her travels to socialist Asia and just over a year 
 after the influential meetings with Viet nam ese and Laotian  women at the 
IWC, Sumi’s words register the ways in which “American radicals who 
protested the war in Southeast Asia sought inspiration and po liti cal 
instruction from Third World socialist leaders” (Wu 2013, 188).

The second is the publication of a speech made by a TWWA representa-
tive at a Washington, DC, rally or ga nized by the  Peoples Co ali tion for Peace 
and Justice. That the speech situates Viet nam ese  women as role models is 
manifest in the article’s title, “Live Like Her,” next to a photo graph of a 
young Viet nam ese  woman smiling into the camera with a  rifle in her hands. 
The text of the speech proclaims that while “the role of  women in liberation 
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strug gles has only been questioned  here in Amer i ca . . .  [i]n China, Cuba, 
Vietnam and Guinea- Bissau it is assumed that  women are a vital part of 
the revolution, and that no revolution can be or has been successful with-
out them” (“Live Like Her,” n.d., 14). Viet nam ese  women in par tic u lar are 
“the best example of what the role of  women can be in liberation strug gles” 
(“Live Like Her,” n.d., 14).

While admiration for revolutionary  women was consistent in the pages 
of  Triple Jeopardy, we also see complex and sometimes contradictory anal-
yses about the relationship among Third World  women in vari ous contexts. 
On the one hand, it certainly articulated a theory of Third World leftist 
internationalism predicated on common cause against US and Western 
imperialism and capitalism. In articles discussing  women fighters in the 
Sudan or North Vietnam, for example,  there is no explicit analy sis of how 
 people of color in the United States might be complicit with empire, or how 
some Third World nations might be structurally situated to benefit from the 
colonial expropriation and extraction of  others. Much of  Triple Jeopardy’s 
analy sis of Third World feminism highlights commonality within the cat-
egory “Third World,” focusing on how  women are colonized and exploited 
in similar ways. A two- page spread in the centerfold of the first issue, a 
reprint of material from a booklet that TWWA created to give context to 
its emergence and to describe its politics, describes Third World  women as 
experiencing the “same general oppressions” (“ Women in the Strug gle” 1971, 
8–9). As examples, they list industries that target Third World  women for 
exploitation as domestic workers, hospital workers, factory workers, farm 
laborers, and garment workers; ste reo types; and endemic drug abuse within 
their communities. The frequent images of revolutionary  women in the 
Third World are, of course, not inherently feminist, as Maylei Blackwell 
observes (Blackwell 2005).

On the other hand, even in the early 1970s, they developed an analy sis of 
the differences and hierarchies that may occur between racialized groups. 
As Blackwell argues, the organ ization’s attention to the relationship between 
the international and the local implied a diversity of strug gle. She writes, 
“The TWWA was aware of how it was situated within geopo liti cal strug gles 
and it localized a transnational imaginary of third- world solidarity among 
 women to forge co ali tional politics among  women of color locally” (Black-
well 2015, 285). Blackwell argues that in contrast to the abstract, generalizing 
notion of “global sisterhood,” TWWA “refused claims to universality by 
working from their own situated strug gles, their po liti cal locations” (Black-
well 2015, 285). Likewise, rather than making “Third World” a universal 
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category of oppression,  Triple Jeopardy produced an alternative relational 
logic that highlighted the differences among contexts and  imagined new 
and complex terms for building solidarity.

Thus, even as they steadfastly developed anti- imperialist socialist con-
nections with  women all over the world, their focus on gender and their 
resolutely feminist analy sis required an im mensely complex notion of racial 
solidarity. Nothing illustrates this more clearly than Beal’s description of 
how the Black  Women’s Alliance became the Third World  Women’s Alli-
ance. When Puerto Rican  women asked to join, the request precipitated seri-
ous discussions weighing the importance of pursuing issues and concerns 
specific to Black communities against the imperative of a broader Third 
World solidarity. Beal recounts:

So we had a big debate in the organ ization. And what we  were essentially 
dealing with  here was, what  were the  things that  were particularly Afri-
can American as opposed to what  were the  things that  were specifically 
Puerto Rican. . . .

And when we looked at the Puerto Rican  sisters, we saw that they  were 
trying to deal with both their national oppression of living within the 
United States and a kind of racial and class  thing that was separate from 
just being a part of Amer i ca as a  whole, and how does your gender fit in 
when you have this other overriding oppression. And then black  women 
 were essentially trying to deal with the same  thing: how do you deal with 
the question of race and class and gender. . . .

So we fi nally deci ded that the two forms of oppression, while not pre-
cisely exactly the same— race versus, say, nationality— but the idea of the 
complexity of  women’s liberation in that context was fundamentally the 
same. (Beal 2005, 39–40)

As we know, the co ali tional impulse won out, and the group changed its 
name to the Third World  Women’s Alliance. Beal’s comments underscore 
how a complex and nuanced theorization of relational racialization and col-
onization was integral to the group’s very founding. That is, bringing Black 
and Puerto Rican  women together in a category of Third World  women was 
predicated not on an emphasis on their similarities but rather on a nuanced 
understanding of their diff er ent relationships to racialized state vio lence and 
US imperialism, which Beal marks with the term nationality. Beal writes 
that what brought them together was not a uniformity or commensurabil-
ity, but rather the exact opposite, that what they had in common was the 
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“idea of the complexity of  women’s liberation in [each] context.” We can rec-
ognize her analy sis— “How do you deal with the question of race and class 
and gender?”—as that which Kimberlé Crenshaw de cades  later named 
“intersectionality.” Intersectionality connects them, but what intersection
ality inherently means is the recognition of difference rather than a demand 
for uniformity.

The circumstances through which an Asian American feminist ended 
up as part of TWWA exemplifies the idea that identification with racial cat-
egories is not natu ral or presumed. The New York chapter included Chris-
tine Choy, who is credited as the art director of  Triple Jeopardy.3 In my 
telephone interview with Choy, I found her disarmingly frank and funny, 
speaking a mile a minute in her signature gravelly smoker’s voice and pull-
ing no punches. Being the art director, she explained, meant that she drew 
many of the graphics that  were such an impor tant part of the publication’s 
aesthetic.4 She also participated in many of the TWWA’s actions and cam-
paigns and, as I  will outline in more detail  later, found in them a like- minded 
community of leftist and revolutionary activists with whom she felt more 
camaraderie than with other Asian immigrants. She  later became an 
acclaimed Oscar- nominated documentary filmmaker, the director of such 
now canonical Asian American films as Who Killed Vincent Chin? and Sa 
I Gu, and a pioneer in in de pen dent film distribution as one of the found ers 
of Third World Newsreel.

Choy’s unusual life history made her an uneasy fit with Asian Ameri-
can communities and organ izations of that era, and she found that she was 
more comfortable with the Black and Puerto Rican  women in TWWA than 
she was with other Asian Americans. Born just a few years  after the Chi-
nese Revolution, Choy was raised in Shanghai by her  mother, a brilliant and 
educated  woman who spoke several languages fluently. Her  father was 
Korean, born to a  family that had fled Japa nese colonial rule to Shanghai, 
where the Provisional Government of the Republic of  Korea had been estab-
lished. Choy’s  father left Shanghai for South  Korea  after the Korean War, and 
Choy and her  mother eventually joined him. Succeeding academically 
in South  Korea, Choy received a scholarship offer from a Catholic high 
school in Manhattan. Captivated by American films, she romanticized the 
United States, and she moved to New York, alone, at the age of fifteen. She 
spent a year at Prince ton and then transferred to Columbia, earning a com-
bined BA/MA degree. During her time at Columbia, she became involved 
with TWWA. At the time, Choy had started working with Newsreel, a net-
work of radical filmmakers. Choy would  later be instrumental in turning 
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the New York chapter of Newsreel into the long- running film production 
and distribution organ ization Third World Newsreel. Having met Frances 
Beal and other members of SNCC through her activist work in New York, 
Choy offered Newsreel’s office as a meeting space for TWWA once they split 
from SNCC.  Because of Choy’s background in art and architecture, they 
recruited her to draw graphics for  Triple Jeopardy. Word of her fa cil i ty for 
graphics spread, and Choy recounts drawing for publications produced by 
the Young Lords and the Black Panthers as well as TWWA.

Although for a time Choy was the only Asian American  woman in 
TWWA (she recalls a Filipina joining  later), she felt more camaraderie and 
ease among their ranks than she did with Asian American organ izations. 
Partly this was  because of her unusual upbringing. Choy’s peripatetic life 
had exposed her to a variety of ideologies and forms of governance, with 
which she was able to cultivate a critical engagement:

I was born  under communism. Then we moved to Hong Kong which at 
that time was a colonial state. Then we moved to South  Korea. I was 
bewildered by the amount of American GIs stationed in the  middle of the 
5th Ave nue of Seoul. And then of course you see the division of white GIs 
and Black GIs very clearly. Clearly, clearly separate. Separate and not 
equal. My early upbringing was Marxism- Leninism, and I ended up in 
South  Korea, which was against communism. It was rather confusing and 
then I went to Japan, which was a monarchy, right? Then I came to United 
States;  there’s capitalism. At a young age, I tasted all diff er ent “isms.”

At the time, Choy explains, international students from the PRC  were 
rare; the other recent Chinese immigrants in New York  were largely from 
Taiwan and Hong Kong and  were suspicious of her politics and background. 
She also recounts interpersonal antipathies. Her memories of Communist 
China  were favorable, in par tic u lar  because of its possibilities for a proto- 
feminist politics. She recounts, “Mao Zedong says  women hold up half the 
sky. That  really made a big impression on me when I was a kid.  Women are 
no longer allowed to [have] bound feet, and feudal ideologies such as men 
can have several wives got wiped out when I was growing up in China. I 
also witnessed that my  mother was very happy at the time. She felt she was 
 really contributing to the country, and she spoke a lot of languages, so she 
already did shorthand and translation for the party, for the agencies.”

Her pro- China politics clashed with the more conservative, anti- 
Communist Taiwanese international students in New York at the time. She 
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notes that “Taiwan was Chiang Kai- shek. I grew up against the Kuomin-
tang.” She found the students from Hong Kong alienating for other reasons: 
“Then  people from Hong Kong, they  were colonials.” In contrast, the antico-
lonial, leftist, revolutionary politics of TWWA resonated with her, and 
she found in them a welcoming community: “I ended up with a group of 
 people who  really believes [in] in de pen dence. Vietnam in de pen dence, Cuban 
in de pen dence, in de pen dence of Angola, Botswana, Mozambique.” Choy 
found a community of like- minded  people: “And the Newsreel  people and 
the Panthers, Lords and Third World  Women’s Alliance, they took me very, 
very seriously. I appreciated that  because my thinking was so diff er ent than 
most young  people at that time, you know. . . .  I’ve seen so much poverty. I’ve 
seen literally exploitation, the  women being exploited in  Korea as prostitutes 
and the GIs  were using like PX and selling black market.”

Choy’s experience undermines any assumption of solidarity or shared 
experience based on racial categorization, as she found she had less in com-
mon with other Chinese immigrants than she did with radical Black and 
Puerto Rican  women. At the same time, we must understand her experi-
ences as not simply idiosyncratic or individual, for they  were formed by the 
historical and material conditions of US and Japa nese imperialism and wars 
both hot and cold that  shaped Asian geopolitics in the twentieth  century. 
While Choy’s life story is certainly unique, it helps us understand the het-
erogeneity of Third World feminist organ izing at the time. While TWWA 
understood the necessity of a rhe toric and discourse of commonality as the 
basis for solidarity, the  women in the organ ization forged relationships 
based on a theory and practice of difference. We see that while the figure of 
Viet nam ese and Chinese revolutionary  women was ubiquitous, the pres-
ence of Asian American  women in TWWA was more anomalous. Both 
examples, however, are instructive insofar as they help us understand the 
diff er ent and simultaneous understandings of collectivity and co ali tions 
that TWWA forged at the time.

While TWWA’s vision was global and international,  Triple Jeopardy’s 
cogent and pointed analyses of the differing interests among individuals or 
factions within movements highlight the interpersonal as well as geopo liti-
cal stakes of theorizing collectivity based on heterogeneity. While in the 
main  Triple Jeopardy did not comment on internal orga nizational politics, 
instead focusing on informational essays and articles, one early editorial 
stands out as a departure. In this editorial, published within the first year 
of  Triple Jeopardy’s run, TWWA members expose a “serious and potentially 
dangerous situation” (“Editorial” 1972, 4). A member of SNCC, Mohammad 



I n t e r se c t iona l i t y a n d I nc om m e nsu r a bi l i t y 39

Hunt, had created a list of supposed government agents or  these agents’ 
pawns within TWWA and other SNCC- related organ izations and had sur-
reptitiously circulated this list among their friends and co- workers. Many of 
the accused  women had turned down Hunt’s sexual advances, and many 
of the men on his list  were partnered with  these  women. They also reported 
that Hunt had been physically violent to two  women who had criticized him.

The editorial goes on to detail the manner in which they attended to 
Hunt’s activities once they discovered what he was  doing: they convened 
a meeting at which they deci ded to inform their community of Hunt’s 
actions and also to develop an analy sis of “how a person like Mohammad 
Hunt was able to create this much turmoil and divisiveness so that other 
organ izations can learn from our  mistakes” (“Editorial” 1972, 4). The 
majority of the editorial, rather than detailing Hunt’s activities, is devoted 
to their own analy sis, in which they taxonomize three types of actors who 
jeopardize movement politics, whom they call “Agents, Opportunists, and 
Fools” (“Editorial” 1972, 4). And indeed, it is not inconceivable that Hunt 
was an agent of the state since SNCC had been infiltrated by government 
agents. Neither was TWWA immune: Kimberly Springer writes that COIN-
TELPRO put the TWWA  under investigation from 1970 to 1974, and that 
in addition to surveilling TWWA and  Triple Jeopardy, COINTELPRO had 
infiltrated their meetings (Springer 2005, 50). The TWWA archives at the 
Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College contains the file the FBI main-
tained on the TWWA, uncovered through Freedom of Information Act 
requests.5 The first issue of  Triple Jeopardy featured an article appealing for 
funds for TWWA member Kisha Shakur, who was imprisoned  because she 
had gotten caught up in a case against her husband, a case that turned out 
to be orchestrated by COINTELPRO (Springer 2005, 91).

Regardless of  whether Hunt was an agent provocateur or simply a 
predator in the movement, TWWA make perfectly clear the stakes of a 
feminist analy sis of antiracist and anti- imperialist strug gle. They use this 
example as a case study that supports their analy sis in the statement above, 
that antiracist and anti- imperialist strug gles without a feminist analy sis 
hinder their own growth and effectiveness and are thus “counterrevolution-
ary.” The editors write, “The actions of Mohammad’s began to have a disas-
trous effect on our organ ization. Essential tasks  were not completed or 
done in a slipshod manner. Working and personal relationships between 
 sisters became strained and a mass paranoia began to creep into our midst 
and poison our ability to function in an effective manner. Insinuations 
 were made against the leadership of the Alliance and  people  were afraid to 
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talk to each other. Criticisms raised  were handled in a superficial manner. 
Two essential ingredients of any revolutionary organ ization  were damaged 
in the Alliance: Honesty and Trust” (“Editorial” 1972, 4).

The publication of this editorial outlines a very diff er ent understanding 
of what solidarity, community, and organ izing might look like. It pres ents 
no narrative of resolution or of failure, nor the story of an organ ization bro-
ken by  these betrayals and vio lences, nor one that triumphantly overcame 
them. Instead, the editorial performs a contingent gesture to a  future pos-
sibility, but one that is certainly not premised on an idealized utopian narra-
tive of coming together. Instead, it pres ents a brutal analy sis of how even 
within movements, some actors stand to gain more than  others. We might 
find that this affectively difficult but po liti cally useful insight offers a diff er-
ent definition of co ali tional politics, one that proposes a new approach to 
understanding conflict within and across social movements. Rather than 
approach conflict and fracture as detrimental to collective organ izing and 
solidarity movements, this editorial prompts us to ask what might happen if 
we took seriously what US  Women of Color feminists advanced: that conflict 
even to the point of the demise of an organ ization can itself be understood as 
an organ izing practice, something to be not overcome but utilized.

TWWA’s theorization of the hierarchies of gender and patriarchy within 
racial and radical groups lends itself to theorizing solidarity across racial 
groups and histories. TWWA examined the impor tant differences between 
groups of  women, even as they highlighted a shared history of racialized 
and colonial vio lence. At the same time,  because of their historical moment, 
their po liti cal and activist practice was predicated on an understanding of 
Third World  women as sharing common concerns  because of the global 
nature of cap i tal ist imperialism. That is, the historical development of a 
post– civil rights era Black  middle class or an Asian technical and manage-
rial class or the neo co lo nial capture of newly in de pen dent nation- states by 
transnational capital had not taken hold enough to be reflected in their class 
analyses. However, by reading their feminist critiques of masculinist and 
patriarchal power within their racial groups, and analyzing the heteroge-
neous aesthetic of their periodical as an expression of po liti cal common 
sense, we can read for an incipient alternative po liti cal practice of solidar-
ity that acknowledges differences of power and hierarchy within and across 
racialized and (neo)colonized groups. The role of Asian American and Asian 
 women within  these movements can help illuminate the politics of differ-
ence that might other wise be implicit or overlooked.
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CHAPTER 2

ASIAN AME RICAN FE MINISMS AND 
 WOME N OF COLOR FE MINISMS

Radicalism, Liberalism, and Invisibility

judy tzu- chun wu

Pregnant, married, white, yellow, black, brown, red. . . .
 Women stretching their arms way above the clouds
 . . .  in San Francisco / Along the Mekong

— genny lim, “won der  woman,” in  
This Bridge Called My Back

The poem “Won der  Woman,” written by Chinese American 
poet, playwright, and performer Genny Lim, explores the divisions but 
also the potential unity among  women of diff er ent body types, marital 
status, racial identities, and national locations. Published in This Bridge 
Called My Back, the poem was part of a collection of “writings by radical 
 women of color” in the early 1980s that sought to consolidate and further 
advance a Third World feminist politics. Building upon racial liberation, 
decolonization, and  women’s movements of the post– World War II era, 
particularly the 1960s and 1970s, Third World feminism sought to create “a 
broad- based US  Women of Color movement capable of spanning borders 
of nation and ethnicity” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983). Such a movement, 
primarily located in the United States, nevertheless had an internationalist 
imaginary. Asian American, African American, Chicana/Latina, and 
American Indian  women (the “yellow, black, brown, red” in Lim’s poem) 
cared about and critiqued apartheid in South Africa as well as US- led and 
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supported militarism in Honduras, El Salvador, Chile, Grenada, Beirut, 
and the Philippines. As Cherríe Moraga, a Chicana writer and co- editor of 
the anthology, stated, “We . . .  see ourselves as refugees of a world on fire” 
(Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983, ii).

The roles of Asian and Asian American  women as theorists of gender 
oppression and activists for social justice have been understudied in 
 women’s, gender, and sexuality studies as well as Asian American Stud-
ies. Accordingly, this chapter examines  women of Asian ancestry who 
actively participated in multiple realms of feminist politics, from the for-
mation of  Women of Color po liti cal alliances in Third World liberation 
movements to the passage of crucial US legislation for  women’s equal 
rights. Focusing on radical Asian/American feminism recognizes Asian 
 women both in the United States and globally as agents of change (rather 
than victims of rescue), producers of intersectional feminist scholarship, 
and co ali tional actors in  Women of Color po liti cal alliances that empha-
sized commonalities.

Although  Women of Color feminism tends to be overwritten as limited 
to radical feminist ideology, this chapter also highlights and analyzes Asian 
American feminist contributions in the liberal feminist realm. Recogniz-
ing the contributions of Asian American  women in liberal feminisms 
complicates the simplistic binaries of “radical” versus “liberal” and the 
associations of the former with  Women of Color and the latter with white 
 women. Such complication is central to  Women of Color feminist method-
ology, which, as Chela Sandoval argues, operates through a “differential 
consciousness” that refuses any singular approach to resisting multiple 
intersecting oppressions” (Sandoval 1991).

Both the radical and liberal strands of Asian American feminisms, which 
exist in tension with one another, have largely been overlooked, rendered 
invisible, in historical as well as con temporary understandings of US femi-
nisms. Ignoring  these multilayered and complex activisms produces inac-
curate and simplistic accounts of Asian American feminism.  These partial 
stories, in turn, create academic and activist canons that label certain 
groups and forms of activism as less legitimate and less worthy of study. In 
an effort to animate the differential mode of Asian American feminist con-
tributions, this chapter analyzes the heterogeneous, if tense and conflicting, 
interventions in feminist politics.  Doing so allows us to take up Mitsuye 
Yamada’s call to “fi nally recognize our own invisibility [so as] to fi nally be 
on the path  toward visibility” (Yamada 1981, 40).
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ASIAN/AMERICAN  WOMEN AND RADICAL  
THIRD WORLD FEMINISM

Asian American  women co- created Third World feminism through two 
simultaneous and intertwined pro cesses. They formed alliances with other 
 Women of Color in the United States by sharing interpretations of their 
mutual and divergent experiences of racialization and patriarchy as well as 
identifying and working  toward common po liti cal goals. At the same time, 
Asian American  women and other  Women of Color in the United States dis-
covered po liti cal inspiration and expressed po liti cal solidarity with  women 
in the Third World. Asian  women in decolonizing and newly created socialist 
socie ties, such as Viet Nam, China, and even North  Korea, served as hyper-
visible role models for  women in the United States during the 1960s and 
early 1970s. Both at the 1955 Bandung conference and increasingly  after the 
Sino- Soviet split, which began in 1960, the  People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
cultivated connections with Third World movements. The PRC championed 
the liberation of oppressed  people, particularly  people of color, around the 
world, including African Americans in the United States (Frazier 2015; 
Gore 2016; McDuffie 2011; Scarlett 2016). As part of the Chinese revolutionary 
iconography that circulated globally, Chinese peasant  women overturning 
feudalism and patriarchy served as activist role models. Their po liti cal biog-
raphies and images appeared in the underground newspapers of US activists 
and tended to be popu lar within  women’s and Asian American movements.

In addition, the Viet Nam War played a central role in po liti cally inspir-
ing US activism and critique of American imperialism and militarism. The 
phrase liberation front,  adopted by ethnic studies activists in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area and elsewhere, was pop u lar ized by the National Liberation 
Front in South Viet Nam and by other oppositional movements through-
out the Third World. Again, as part of the revolutionary images and mes-
sages that circulated in the antiwar movement globally, Viet nam ese peasant 
 women epitomized revolutionary heroism. They represented the ultimate 
underdogs who nevertheless challenged US global dominance and helped 
fight the most power ful military state in the world to a standstill. The hyper-
visibility of Asian female revolutionaries helped Asian American  women 
to create their own po liti cal subjectivity and to subvert their po liti cal invis-
ibility (Wu 2010, 2013, 2015). In other words, the po liti cal heroism of  women 
in socialist Asia played a central role in creating Third World feminism in 
the United States.
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The oral history of Donna Kotake, a Japa nese American who became 
a po liti cal activist during the early 1970s, demonstrates this convergence 
of racial, international, and gender po liti cal consciousness among Asian 
American  women. Kotake was raised in a farming community in San 
Francisco’s South Bay. She was attending San Jose State University when 
she deci ded to travel to Vancouver, Canada, to participate in the 1971 Indo-
chinese  Women’s Conference (IWC). Held in both Toronto and Vancouver, 
 these conferences provided an opportunity for approximately one thou-
sand  women from the United States and Canada to meet with six  women 
from Southeast Asia who  were living through and fighting against the 
United States presence  there. Kotake explained how her po liti cal awak-
ening was connected to discoveries about her racial identity as Asian 
American, her po liti cal alliances with other  people of color, and her 
international awareness of socialist Asia. Growing up in the United States, 
she said,

your  whole identity was not Asian. Your identity was just, like, you 
wanted to be a white person. . . .  So, to us at that point, . . .  identifying 
ourselves as Asian Americans, wanting to learn more about our own his-
tories, and you know, being proud of the histories . . .  and I think  really 
hooking up with other non- whites was a  really big deal. . . .  So, you know, 
 there’s the identity  going on as being Asian and  there’s a third world com-
ing, co ali tions coming together, and  there’s this international  thing with 
Vietnam, and at the same time  people talking about China and seeing 
what a shining example of, you know, what it could be like to be  free, 
 people who care about . . .   people and a country that provides . . .  for 
every one. (Kotake 2006)

Kotake and other activists of her generation  were discovering their racial 
identity as Asian Americans. She recognized herself as a member of a resis-
tant pan- ethnic group that had a distinct history and culture connected to 
Third World strug gles in the United States and around the world.1

Kotake and other Asian American  women activists not only developed 
a racial and internationalist consciousness, but they also experienced a pro-
found po liti cal and gendered connection with the Indochinese  women in 
Vancouver. Asian American  women  were rendered largely invisible in 
American social movement circles in the 1960s. Cast as the “model minor-
ity” by the popu lar media, Asian Americans generally came to represent a 
counterpoint to social activism, a minority group seemingly altogether 
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disengaged from politics. Mirroring similar conclusions regarding Japa-
nese Americans, for example, US News and World Report argued in 1966 
that “at a time when it is being proposed that hundreds of billions be spent 
to uplift Negroes and other minorities, the nation’s 300,000 Chinese- 
Americans are moving ahead on their own— with no help from anyone 
 else” (“Success Story,” 6). For Asian American  women, this image of the 
model minority was compounded by projections of hypersexuality and 
submissiveness (Espiritu 1996). Asian American  women  were racialized 
and gendered as the antithesis of po liti cal activism.

However, Kotake and other Asian American  women who became 
activists found vis i ble role models in Viet nam ese  women fighting the US 
military. They shared racial and gender status as well as anti- imperialist 
politics. When asked how the IWC influenced her, Kotake responded, 
“Just feeling the strength of the  women and realizing how much  women 
can do, and it  really made me feel incredibly proud about being a  woman” 
(Kotake 2006). Another Japa nese American  woman who attended the 
conference, Kiku Uno, emphasized that the presence of Asian female bod-
ies enhanced the po liti cal message of the Indochinese delegates. She wrote, 
“Their physical presence had tremendous impact on the hundreds of Third 
World and white  women.  Here  were six Asian  women— physically small, 
sincere, friendly, often appearing extremely tired. Yet, whenever one 
spoke, it was with such clarity and with a background of personal involve-
ment that the meaning of a  people’s revolution became a real ity” (Asian 
 Women 1971/1975, 82).

The 1971 Indochinese  Women’s Conferences politicized an entire gener-
ation of Asian American  women and facilitated opportunities for their 
leadership. According to Uno,  there  were 120 Asian American  women from 
the United States and Canada at the Vancouver gathering. They constituted 
roughly half of the approximately 200–250 Third World  women in atten-
dance and approximately one of  every eight attendees overall (Asian  Women 
1971/1975, 82).  Because Asian Americans resided predominantly in the US 
West, they likely attended in smaller numbers in Toronto, which was 
intended for residents of the East Coast and the Midwest. Yuri Kochiyama, 
a Japa nese American activist best known for her work with the Black lib-
eration movement and her po liti cal relationship with Malcolm X, did not 
attend the IWC. However, she learned about the conference through her 
po liti cal network, and she described the meetings in her keynote address 
to the East Asian Student Union’s Asian  Women’s Conference in 1981, ten 
years  after the IWC. Kochiyama shared, “For most North American  women 
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who attended [the IWC], it was the most moving event of that time” (Kochi-
yama 1982, 13).

Asian American  women did not just attend but also co- organized the 
conference. Pat Sumi was a Japa nese American activist who traveled to 
North  Korea, North Viet Nam, and Socialist China in the summer of 1970 
with Black Panther leaders Eldridge Cleaver and Elaine Brown. Sumi worked 
with other  Women of Color, which included African Americans, Chicanas, 
and American Indians, to demand separate time with the Indochinese 
female representatives, apart from white North American  women. The white 
organizers had attempted to involve  Women of Color individuals and organ-
izations in planning the conference, but the latter felt marginalized by the 
planning pro cess. Some  Women of Color already had begun meeting to 
express po liti cal solidarity and to develop collective critiques, while  others 
joined in  these conversations through the organ izing efforts of the IWC. 
They banded together collectively to issue a statement to the white organiz-
ers, stating that “since we have been denied an equal participation with 
white groups, we can only ask for equal but separate conferences. . . .  The 
possibility of a confrontation between Third World and white  women’s 
groups at a joint conference would be disrespectful to the Indochinese 
 women and would further reinforce the tensions that exist among North 
American  women” (“We as Third World  Women”). As a result of their 
efforts, the IWCs in both Toronto and Vancouver  were subdivided into 
small conferences with one designated for  Women of Color. The conferences 
not only presented an opportunity for Asian American  women to engage 
with  women from the Third World; Asian American  women also exerted 
po liti cal leadership so that  Women of Color in North Amer i ca could bond 
po liti cally.

Asian American  women who could not travel to Canada read extensive 
coverage of the IWC in Asian  Women, a widely circulated pioneering pub-
lication devoted to Asian American  women’s issues. Originally issued in 
1971, the same year as the conferences, the journal was eventually reprinted 
three times. Asian American  women based primarily in universities in Cal-
ifornia and/or engaged in community- based organ izing wrote and pub-
lished Asian  Women. The journal prominently featured biographies of the 
Southeast Asian  women who participated in the IWC as well as personal 
testimonies, poetry, and artwork by Asian American attendees.  These mate-
rials appeared in a section titled “Third World  Woman.” Other writings in 
this part of the publication featured the lives and strug gles of  women in 
North  Korea, Iran, and other Arab countries (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 72–73, 
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87–88, 89–90).2 The inclusion of writings about the  Middle East indicates 
the expansive understanding of Asia in Asian American  women’s circles as 
early as the early 1970s.3 The reporting on  these activist encounters and cri-
tiques, which was circulated through Asian  Women as well as in other 
movement publications, helped to create a common language, a shared sense 
of time, and an internationalist commitment to mutual responsibility 
(Anderson 1991).4

Asian American  women turned to  women in Asia for po liti cal role mod-
els and for po liti cal dialogue and theorization. Their mutual exchanges 
developed Third World feminist critiques of US empire and militarism, sex-
uality and reproduction, as well as capitalism and patriarchy. For example, 
Evelyn Yoshimura’s essay “GI’s and Racism” was frequently reproduced in 
Asian American and Asian American  women’s publications during the late 
1960s and early 1970s. Yoshimura, a Japa nese American activist, first pub-
lished the article in the Los Angeles– based Asian American movement 
newspaper Gidra; it was then reprinted in Asian  Women as well as Roots, a 
pioneering reader that helped establish Asian American studies as a disci-
pline. Yoshimura emphasized the transnational circularity of US racial atti-
tudes in the Viet Nam War and the importance of Asian  women in 
reproducing this militarized racial socialization.

This and other Asian American critiques of the Viet Nam War pointed 
out that the US military relied upon and reproduced racial hatred  toward 
Asians to motivate American soldiers to fight in Asia. By promoting the 
“view of Asian  people as sub- human beings . . .  the US military . . .  can 
instill the values and mentality that is necessary to become effective kill-
ers” (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 74). Cultivated during basic training on the 
US mainland and then on military tours in Southeast Asia, US soldiers 
carried and reproduced  these racial attitudes back and forth across the 
Pacific. The evocation of Asian  women played a central role in this racial 
education. As Yoshimura stated, US soldiers learned to regard “Asian  women 
as a symbolic sexual object” (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 74). Through the sys-
tematic creation of red light districts in Asian countries where US troops 
 were stationed, the US military institutionalized the practice of American 
GIs frequenting Asian prostitutes in what sociologist Joane Nagel calls the 
“military sexual complex” (Nagel 2003, 191; also see Enloe 1990; Moon 
1997; Stur 2011; Yuh 2002). Not limited to individual excursions,  these 
practices became integral to military culture and discourse through ritual-
ized retellings of  these experiences. An Asian American Marine recalled of 
his boot- camp experience:
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We had  these classes we had to go to taught by the drill instructors, and 
 every instructor would tell a joke before he began class. It would always be 
a dirty joke usually having to do with prostitutes they had seen in Japan 
or in other parts of Asia while they  were stationed overseas. The attitude 
of the Asian  women being a doll, a useful toy, or something to play with 
usually came out in  these jokes and how they  were not quite as  human as 
white  women . . .  how Asian  women’s vaginas  weren’t like a white 
 woman’s, but rather they  were slanted, like their eyes. (Asian  Women 
1971/1975, 74)

Such racialized and sexualized depictions of Asian  women, used to foster 
male bonding among US soldiers,  shaped US military policies and practices 
in Southeast Asia—in the brothels and in the general prosecution of war.

The Indochinese  women who traveled thousands of miles to meet  women 
in North Amer i ca bore witness to the US military sexual complex and the 
gendered impact of militarism. Among the six female delegates from South-
east Asia,  women who  either had suffered traumatic abuse or could testify 
to war time atrocities tended to receive the most attention in activist publi-
cations.5 Dinh Thi Hong, for example, made a power ful impact on confer-
ence attendees. A middle- aged  house wife from South Viet Nam, Hong had 
not been po liti cally engaged in the movement for liberation before she was 
imprisoned. Suspected of supporting the opposition to the South Viet nam-
ese government, she was detained and tortured in some of the regime’s 
most notorious prisons. In her autobiographical narrative, she recalled hav-
ing “pins [planted] in my fingertips,” having “electrodes . . .  attached to my 
ears and to my fin gers, nipples and genitals . . .  and [being] tortured with 
electricity  until I was unconscious” (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 83). In addi-
tion, her interrogators “forced  water, lye and salt into my stomach and tram-
pled on my stomach  until I vomited blood and was unconscious” (Asian 
 Women 1971/1975, 83). Illustrating the visceral and sexualized nature of tor-
ture, Hong’s detailed account appeared in several publications produced 
by organ izations associated with the New Left, the Third World movements, 
and  women.

As the Viet nam ese delegates explained how the US war in Viet Nam 
depended on gendered and sexualized vio lence in Asia, Asian American 
 women emphasized the transnational nature of that vio lence. “We, as Asian 
American  women, cannot separate ourselves from our Asian counter parts,” 
Evelyn Yoshimura argued. “Racism against them is too often racism against 
us. . . .  The mentality that keeps Suzy Wong, Madame Butterfly and gookism 
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alive turns  human beings into racist murdering soldiers and also keeps 
Asian Americans from being able to live and feel like  human beings” (Asian 
 Women 1971/1975, 76). Harkening back to de cades of fictive repre sen ta tions 
of Asian  women as available and vulnerable objects of Western military men 
and US military campaigns in Asia, Yoshimura invoked a longer history of 
colonial vio lence and racial subjection across the Pacific (J. Kim 2010; 
Kramer 2006; R. Lee 1999; Roediger 1992). As the appellation Third World 
 women suggested, racialized  women in the United States recognized that 
colonization and gender oppression operated in tandem both abroad and 
at home.

The po liti cal synergy between Asian American and Asian  women also 
created an opportunity for Asian American  women to form connections 
with  Women of Color in the United States. Latina, Black, and Indigenous 
 women also turned to  women in socialist Asia for po liti cal inspiration. 
Maria Ramirez and Nina Genera, two Chicana activists based in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, recalled that attending the Indochinese  Women’s 
Conference in Vancouver marked their first opportunity to witness and 
interact with Third World  women in the vanguard of an ongoing revolution 
(Ramirez and Genera 2007). Seeing Asian  women as po liti cal leaders helped 
other  Women of Color view Asian American  women in the same light.

In addition, Asian American  women articulated the po liti cal connec-
tions among their own experiences,  those of Asian  women, and the lives of 
other  Women of Color in the United States and beyond. For example, in an 
article titled “Birth Control as Genocide,” Marsha Takayanagi critiqued 
efforts to control the reproduction of Third World  women in the United 
States and internationally. She connected Western concerns about the “pop-
ulation bomb” or over- reproduction in the Third World with the use of 
chemical weapons in Viet Nam, which has had long- term ge ne tic effects; 
the forced sterilization of Black unwed  women in the United States; the test-
ing of reproduction technologies, such as the pill and IUD, on Puerto 
Rican and Mexican  women; and the proposal to sterilize Japa nese Ameri-
can  women in incarceration camps during World War II (Asian  Women 
1971/1975, 99–102). Katheryn Fong, a Chinese American  woman activist, 
extended the charge of racial genocide by critiquing the reproductive impact 
of immigration exclusion laws. Policies like the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Law 
engineered the racial and class makeup of the US polity. Designated “aliens 
ineligible for citizenship” through the 1790 Naturalization Act and subse-
quent court cases, almost all Asians  were excluded from entry as well as citi-
zenship rights.  Those who arrived prior to enactment of this law or  were 
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able to navigate around  these policies tended to be men. Consequently, the 
immigration policies, along with antimiscegenation laws that banned inter-
racial marriage, deterred biological reproduction of  those deemed racially 
undesirable (Bow 2013, 40).  These gendered critiques of state racism and 
social reproduction did not necessarily result in pronatalist politics among 
Asian American  women. The editors of Asian  Women argued that they 
 were “ women who recognize birth control as a means of self- determination” 
(Asian  Women 1971/1975, 128). However,  these racialized and feminist 
critiques of both domestic and global forms of genocide helped Asian 
American  women make po liti cal connections with Asian American men 
as well as  Women of Color in the United States and globally.

This intersectional analy sis of Third World  women’s oppression at the 
time was called “ triple oppression.”  Women of color suffered from patriar-
chy, racism or imperialism, and capitalism. The economic component of 
racialized gender oppression was particularly impor tant for radical Asian 
American  women and  Women of Color more broadly. Their interest in 
socialist Asian socie ties dovetailed with class critiques of cap i tal ist exploi-
tation in their communities. For example, Getting Together, a Chinese 
American activist newspaper based initially in New York and then in San 
Francisco’s Chinatown, called for attention to the plight of low- income com-
munity residents. The newspaper and its sponsoring organ ization, I Wor 
Kuen— named  after the Boxers, who challenged Western imperialism in 
China in the early twentieth  century— advocated for low- income housing, 
supported higher wages and worker organ izing, and criticized development 
strategies aimed at promoting tourism or investment capital. The organ-
ization’s twelve- point platform, inspired by the Black Panthers’ ten- point 
platform, called for “community control of our institutions and land,” 
“decent housing and health and child care,” and “a socialist society” 
(Getting Together, January  1971, 12). Gender was central to the organ-
ization’s revolutionary agenda. With  women central to the leadership of 
the group, I Wor Kuen also demanded “an end to male chauvinism and 
sexual exploitation” as part of its twelve- point platform (Getting Together, 
January 1971, 12).

Getting Together regularly featured stories about socialist Asia, particu-
larly  women in socialist Asia. The travels of Pat Sumi and her Chinese 
American co- delegate Alex Hing in North  Korea, the  People’s Republic of 
China, and North Vietnam  were highlighted in Getting Together. Sumi and 
Hing brought back eyewitness accounts of  people’s revolutions and the new 
socie ties being created  under socialist Asian leadership. In a column titled 
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“Life in New Asia,” Sumi commented on the importance of  women’s lib-
eration as part of socialist liberation: “In  every country we went to, every-
one kept telling us that  women are half the population, and if we all  rose 
up at once, the revolution would be over. So organ izing  women is very 
impor tant. The  women of Asia have suffered  under double and  triple oppres-
sion before liberation. They  were oppressed by imperialists, colonialists 
(French, Japa nese,  etc.) and they  were oppressed by the national bourgeoi-
sie of each country which maintained cap i tal ist oppression over them, and 
they  were also oppressed within their own families and cultures” (Getting 
Together, November– December 1970, 16).

 Because  women in socialist Asia had already helped create their own lib-
eration, Sumi, Hing, and the editors of Getting Together turned to them for 
po liti cal inspiration. The newspaper regularly published stories and pictures 
of Asian  women as revolutionaries. One multiseries column traced the story 
of Goldflower, a peasant Chinese  woman, from victimization to participa-
tion in societal liberation. The unnamed narrator of this story explained the 
motivation for publishing this story. While traveling in China, the narra-
tor “discovered that the Communists’ drive for power was touched at almost 
 every point by  women, by their feelings, by their relationship to men, by 
their social status, by their symbol as an object of property, religion and sex. 
 Because of this discovery, I deci ded that I would make use of the first avail-
able opportunity to talk with a Chinese farm  woman about her life, her 
innermost thoughts, her secret feelings” (Getting Together, August 1970, 8).

Vari ous scholars have critiqued this desire to access the voice of the 
subaltern (Bow 2013, 1–16; Spivak 1988, 1990). As Chandra Mohanty has 
argued, feminist scholars in the West have tended to portray Third World 
 women as “ignorant, poor, uneducated, tradition- bound, religious, domes-
ticated, family- oriented, victimized,  etc” (Mohanty 1988). This feminist 
form of orientalism regards  Women of Color as objects of rescue by their 
Western  sisters (Rupp 1997). In contrast, I have described the po liti cal inspi-
ration provided by socialist Asian revolutionaries for US activists as a form 
of radical orientalism. The activists who wanted to name US imperialism 
tended to distance themselves from what they perceived as the militaristic 
and racist values of mainstream American society. Consequently,  these 
individuals ironically followed in an orientalist tradition of reinforcing a 
dichotomy between the East and the West, specifically between decoloniz-
ing Asia and imperial Amer i ca (Said 1979). The radicalness of their orien-
talism stemmed from the way they inverted and subverted previous 
hierarchies. Asian American feminist activists identified po liti cally with 
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revolutionary Asian  people, particularly  women. As the ultimate symbols 
of oppression and antimodernity, Asian  women could demonstrate how the 
most abject had the capability to enact and lead po liti cal revolutions. This 
po liti cal bond between  Women of Color in the United States and  those 
abroad was fundamental for the formation of a  Woman of Color radical 
feminism.

ASIAN AMERICAN LIBERAL FEMINISM

Not all Asian American  women who advocated for female liberation nec-
essarily embraced socialist Asian  women as po liti cal role models. In the 
concluding essay of Asian  Women, titled “Politics of the Interior,” members 
of the editorial team noted, “Asian- Americans have turned to Asia and to 
the traditional and revolutionary values of China and Vietnam. However, 
 there are prob lems inherent in the uncritical adoption of the ‘Asian’ values 
for Asian- American  women. . . .  The liberation of our revolutionary  sisters 
in China and Vietnam has taken place within socialist revolutions. Condi-
tions are diff er ent from Amer i ca and alien to the Asian- American experi-
ence” (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 129).

Asian  Women applauded the role of  women in Asia in transforming their 
socie ties by combating US militarism and building socialism. However, the 
writers and publishers also point to the need for po liti cal ideologies and 
strategies that speak more directly to the conditions of Asian American 
 women. In other words, they point to the limits of transnational analyses 
that posit commonalities between Asian and Asian American  women.  After 
all, Asian Americans, racialized as perpetually foreign, also strived to make 
rights- based claims and create legislative change in the United States. To 
explore a broader range of Asian American feminist activism, this section 
focuses on  those who advocated for gender liberation but did so by seeking 
greater access and equality within the existing US po liti cal system. Asian 
American  women participated in and provided leadership in  women’s 
organ izations, previously understood as white- dominated spaces. Although 
a clear “minority” within  these groups, Asian American  women neverthe-
less  shaped the politics and achievements of what might be described as 
mainstream feminism. I describe  these po liti cal efforts as “liberal,” but they 
also  were deeply transformative.

Asian American  women participated in and contributed to vari ous 
“mainstream” or predominantly white  women’s organ izations. For 
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example, Patsy Mink, the first  woman of color US legislator, played a cen-
tral role in shaping feminist policies at the national level. She served in Con-
gress from 1965 to 1977 and again from 1990 to 2002, when she passed away 
in office. She spearheaded key feminist legislation, like Title IX, renamed the 
Patsy T. Mink Equal Opportunity in Education Act  after Mink’s death. Title 
IX has had a profound impact on girls and  women around the country by 
mandating gender equity for schools that receive federal funds. In Mink’s 
case, it is perhaps fitting to characterize her as a liberal feminist, as someone 
who sought to create equal opportunities for  women in American society. 
However, inclusion, which has its limits, also can be transformative. To bet-
ter understand Mink’s investment in liberal feminism as a  woman of color, I 
analyze how Mink’s politics of gender equity  were  shaped by her life experi-
ences and understanding of intersectional oppression as well as the tensions 
and limits of a liberal politics of inclusion.

In 1967, Mink introduced a bill in the House of Representatives to pro-
vide federal funding for early childhood education. As she reflected in a 1975 
speech, “That was the first time Congress focused on the need for publicly 
financed child care programs in Amer i ca” (Patsy T. Mink Papers, Box 72, 
Folder 2, March 3, 1975). This is a bit of an overstatement. During World 
War II and the mid-1960s,  there  were previous federal efforts to support 
child care. During the war, providing child care was a temporary mea sure to 
recruit American  women for defense work. During the War on Poverty in 
the mid-1960s, the federal government supported child care so that low- 
income parents might seek vocational training and employment. Also, pro-
grams like Head Start targeted disadvantaged  children for comprehensive 
education as well as health and nutrition support. However, Mink’s pro-
posal, which she advocated for over the next de cade or so, was unique in 
two ways. First, she argued for federal government responsibility to provide 
child care on a broader and more permanent basis. For Mink, child care 
should not to be an emergency mea sure, and it should be available to all 
families, regardless of the income of the parents. Second, Mink argued for 
the need for quality early childhood education. She wanted to advance the 
educational experiences of  children beyond what she described as “custo-
dial care.” Her efforts to pass federal legislation to support ongoing, avail-
able quality child care held deep significance. As Mink argues, “The value 
of Federal legislation, as  others before me have pointed out, is not only that 
it provides a specific program and specific amounts of money, but that it 
represents a national statement of purpose and support. It provides the 
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inspiration for action and leadership at other levels of government, thus 
having an effect far beyond the  simple provisions of law themselves” (Patsy T. 
Mink Papers, Box 72, Folder 2, March 3, 1975).

Patsy Mink’s commitment to child care reflected her personal needs as 
a working  mother as well as the collective needs of working  women in 
Hawai‘i. Mink, a third- generation Japa nese American, grew up on a plan-
tation on Maui in the 1920s and 1930s. The racialized and gendered econ-
omy of sugar plantations inspired demands for child care and maternity 
leave. Plantation  owners and man ag ers initially employed Native Hawai-
ians but began to recruit laborers from Asia as well as Portugal and the 
Ca rib bean during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  These 
economic interests dovetailed with the po liti cal and personal investments 
of the Japa nese empire and Japa nese Americans. In the Gentlemen’s Agree-
ment of 1907, Japan agreed to US demands to restrict the entry of male 
laborers but mandated in return that immigrants already in the United 
States have the right to bring their wives.  Women working in the cane fields 
of Hawai‘i  were paid less than the men. Equally impor tant,  women  were 
perceived as having a calming influence on the larger community. Planta-
tion  owners believed that unattached men  were too volatile and potentially 
too disruptive to plantation  labor relations.  Women and families  were envi-
sioned as stabilizing ele ments that encouraged dependence rather than 
radicalism. While plantation  owners promoted an ideology of heteronor-
mative domesticity for the purposes of pacifying laborers, working  women 
who bore  children received no special treatment. They worked  until they 
gave birth and returned soon afterward. Few plantations provided child 
care. Instead,  women often carried their  children on their backs while they 
worked. Some or ga nized among themselves to share childrearing duties. 
Older  children also watched over younger ones. This informal system left 
much to be desired. Unsupervised  children sometimes  were injured or even 
died when the cane fields  were burned for sugar production.  Because of 
 these difficult circumstances, the needs of  women and families became inte-
grated into the  labor movement. The historic 1920  Labor Strike in Hawai‘i 
included the demand for paid maternity leave (Okihiro 1991; Takaki 1983).

This history of  labor exploitation of  women as well as men, Japa nese 
Americans, and other groups profoundly  shaped Mink’s po liti cal con-
sciousness. Even though she eventually became a member of a professional 
class, she was a staunch advocate for  labor interests as well as  those of 
 women. Mink helped launch a so- called Demo cratic Revolution in Hawai‘i 
in the 1950s. Seeking to challenge the long- standing po liti cal power of 
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Republican plantation  owners, the Demo cratic Party recruited the out-
siders of Hawai‘i (racial minorities, laborers and  labor  unions, po liti cal 
liberals and progressives) to engineer a series of po liti cal victories begin-
ning in 1954. Mink initially served as a grassroots and behind- the- scenes 
or ga nizer before she became a po liti cal candidate herself, first in the territo-
rial congress, then the territorial and state senate, and eventually national 
office. Japa nese American men  were increasingly becoming involved in 
politics, but it was still rare for Japa nese American  women to be so pub-
licly and po liti cally engaged. And in fact, the leadership of the Hawai‘i 
Demo cratic Party, an organ ization that Patsy devoted her efforts to build, 
prioritized Japa nese American male candidates and obstructed her 
efforts to run for office (Bassford 2008).

Mink’s experience with gender discrimination in both the po liti cal and 
professional realms was a constant reminder of the need for child care. She 
had graduated from the University of Chicago Law School in 1951. Like many 
other  women in this era, no law firm would hire Mink,  either on the main-
land or in Hawai‘i. Instead, she began a practice out of her parents’ storefront 
in O‘ahu,  doing odd  legal assignments. Her clients, often impoverished, 
sometimes bartered for her ser vices. For her first case, Mink was paid with a 
fish. To establish her professional and eventually her po liti cal  career, she and 
her husband had to find care for her  daughter, Gwendolyn Mink, who was 
born in 1952. John Mink, a geologist whom Patsy met at the University of 
Chicago, was a flexible and supportive care provider. He cleaned and 
cooked and took care of Wendy. However, both parents worked, so they 
experimented with vari ous forms of child care. When they registered Wendy 
with a church- based child- care center, Patsy and John  were appalled that 
their  daughter absorbed traditional gender ste reo types. When Wendy 
became a  little older, she took the bus from school and spent after noons with 
her  mother and grandparents in their storefront. And when Patsy was 
elected to Congress in the mid-1960s  after conducting a grassroots po liti-
cal campaign that succeeded despite hostility from her party, Wendy roamed 
the office buildings of the House of Representatives (Mink interview 2014; 
Wu and Mink).

 These efforts to juggle work and  family reflected broader trends in the 
United States. Despite the cultural emphasis on domesticity  after World 
War II, American  women, including  mothers,  were increasing their partici-
pation in the workforce.  Women of color, who had a longer history and 
greater participation in the  labor force, had ever- pressing needs for quality 
child care. According to Mary Dublin Keyserling, director of the  Women’s 
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Bureau, by 1967  there  were “about 4 million working  mothers with  children 
 under 6 years of age” in the United States. However, the “existing day care 
facilities are available for only 310,000 to 350,000  children” (Patsy T. Mink 
Papers, Box 68, folder 7, May 26, 1967). In response, a child- care movement 
emerged in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s.

To collectively lobby for federal legislation, Mink worked closely with 
vari ous organ izations, including mainstream feminist organ izations at the 
national level like the National Organ ization for  Women as well as locally 
based organ izations serving working- class  women and  women of color. 
Rachel Pierce coined the phrase “Capitol Hill feminism” to capture how 
“ women on the Hill  adopted and adapted the rhe toric, ideological precepts, 
and policy goals of the  women’s movement” (Pierce 2014, 4). Also, Anasta-
sia Curwood proposes the term bridge feminism to describe how Shirley 
Chisholm (Demo crat of New York), the first African American  woman to 
serve in the House of Representatives, helped to bridge the African Ameri-
can civil rights movement and the  women’s movement as well as the grass-
roots and the legislative arena (Curwood 2015). Mink’s po liti cal co ali tions 
included  women’s activist groups as well as other legislators, both male and 
female, who supported feminist legislation. In many of  these initiatives, she 
worked with Chisholm, elected in 1969. They both served on the House 
Committee for Education and  Labor, Mink since her election in 1965 and 
Chisholm for most of the 1970s.

Mink’s advocacy for child care was part of her broader legislative agenda 
for gender equity. She advocated for equal opportunity for  women in edu-
cation, changes in the school curriculum and teacher training that would 
allow students to be exposed to nonsexist gender roles, and social welfare 
programs for the socially disadvantaged. She not only supported the  Great 
Society programs of the 1960s but also vigorously defended welfare during 
the neoliberal reforms of the 1990s. In one sense, the programs she sup-
ported are “liberal”; she sought to create equal opportunity and govern-
ment support for  women in education and the economy. However, Mink’s 
legislative agenda also reflected an understanding of the needs of vari ous 
 women: laboring, nonwaged, as well as professional  women;  women of color 
as well as white  women.

Asian American  women co- created  Women of Color feminism in the 
1960s and 1970s. During this era of decolonization, Asian American  women 
turned to Asian  women in socialist Asia as po liti cal role models and po liti-
cal interlocutors to formulate feminist critiques of US militarism, racialized 
sexuality, and capitalism. Asian American  women also  were members and 
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leaders among mainstream feminists, working at the local and national lev-
els to promote ideas, policies, and practices for gender equity.

 There are tensions, however, between radical and liberal forms of femi-
nism. The radical Asian American  women activists who turned to socialist 
Asian  women recognized a disconnect between Mink’s po liti cal agenda and 
theirs. In an interview with Mink that appeared in Asian  Women, the inter-
viewer, Jean Quan, described their diff er ent attitudes  toward electoral pol-
itics. The younger activist commented on “the irrelevancy of the electoral 
process— meaningless differences between po liti cal parties and candidates”; 
in response, Mink, whose po liti cal  career was dedicated to building the 
Demo cratic Party and promoting a liberal legislative po liti cal agenda, asked, 
“What system is better?” (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 105). The exchange led 
the interviewer to reflect, “Patsy Mink is 200% American. She has a deep 
faith in the American system and in this sense is not aty pi cal of most of 
our parents. She sees racism and injustice, her response is to work harder 
in her attempts to make the American system work. This was the essence 
of our differences. . . .  I have looked at the ‘American way,’ especially its sys-
tematic treatment of Third World  peoples, and I question if the system was 
ever intended to work for Asians, nonwhite, or even the majority of work-
ing class Americans” (Asian  Women 1971/1975, 106).

Quan was among  those who felt fundamentally alienated from the 
United States in the early 1970s and sought po liti cal inspiration from decol-
onizing Asia. Mink, in contrast, believed that the United States could be 
reformed to achieve equality and justice. Ironically, Quan would go on in 
2011 to become the first female mayor of Oakland and was widely criticized 
for authorizing violent crackdowns against the Occupy Movement.

In addition to this intra– Asian American tension, native Hawaiian fem-
inists also have critiqued Asian American liberalism for maintaining 
settler colonialism (Fujikane and Okamura 2008; Saranillo 2010; Trask 
1999). Even with unequal po liti cal and economic power compared to Hao-
les, or whites, Asians in Hawai‘i nevertheless contributed to the impover-
ishment and disfranchisement of Native Hawaiians. In a poetic evocation, 
Haunani- Kay Trask criticizes white Americans and Asian Americans as 
equally complicit in colonizing Hawai‘i:

Settlers, not immigrants,
from Amer i ca, from Asia.
Come to  settle, to take.
To take from the Native
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That which is Native:
Land,  water,  women,
sovereignty
(Fujikane and Okamura 2008, vii– viii)

The fissures between Asian American liberal feminism and Pacific 
Islander sovereignty advocates reveal tensions in terms of po liti cal catego-
ries and strategies. Their differences highlight how a liberal politics of inclu-
sion is at odds with a radical politics of national liberation. The charge of 
Asian settler colonialism also illuminates cracks within the Asian Ameri-
can and Pacific Islander categories. Both designations are pan- ethnic or 
perhaps more importantly pan- sovereign. Creating a common po liti cal 
agenda between such diverse  peoples has been a challenging pro cess, even 
through an emphasis on antiracism and anti- imperialism. As Trask and 
 others point out, an antiracist agenda for Asian Americans may mean a big-
ger piece of the American pie, cooked from a  recipe of native displacement 
and dispossession. The differences in po liti cal approach also reveal fissures 
in the  Women of Color category. Although Indigenous  peoples  were evoked 
as part of the Third World in the 1960s and beyond, they also  adopted the 
term Fourth World to indicate their historical and con temporary difference 
as the original inhabitants of lands around the world and their previous and 
once- again desired status as sovereign  peoples. In an era in which self- 
determination and national liberation  were key goals across the Third 
World and among Third World  people in the United States,  there was the 
potential for po liti cal mutuality between the “yellow, black, brown, red.” 
However, if the goal for some  Women of Color was not liberation but greater 
inclusion, then po liti cal co ali tions become more difficult to form and 
maintain.

The po liti cal tensions between liberalism and radicalism among Asian 
American  women activists and among  Women of Color feminist activists 
reveal how strategies for gender, racial, and national liberation can conflict 
and contradict one another. Sandoval’s formulation of “differential con-
sciousness” among  Women of Color emphasizes flexibility and mutuality 
between diff er ent po liti cal strategies and orientations.  These differences 
nevertheless can harden into fundamental oppositions. Still, it is impor tant 
to acknowledge the range of po liti cal strategies that Asian American  women 
developed. Liberal and radical strands of feminism both emerged from 
po liti cal analyses of the lived experiences of Asian American  women. Rec-
ognizing the impact of diverse forms of Asian American  women’s activism 
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on their specific communities— Pacific Islander  women,  Women of Color 
feminists, and US  women as a whole— provides a more accurate account-
ing of the history of  women’s activism.

NOTES

Acknowl edgments: My deepest appreciation to Lynn Fujiwara and Shireen Roshanravan 
for conceiving the idea for this volume and for welcoming me into their effort. Thanks 
also for Kelly Fong, Dorothy Fujita- Rony, Jane Hong, Valerie Matsumoto, and Isabela 
Quintana for their helpful and supportive feedback at the inaugural meeting of our 
Asian American  Women’s History Writing Group. Fi nally, Noriko Ishii was the perfect 
host, asking her students to provide reflections about my talk at Sophia University in 
June 2016 based on this chapter.
Epigraph: The Mekong is a river, the world’s twelfth longest, that crosses national bor-
ders in Southeast Asia. In the United States, the Mekong is primarily associated with 
Viet Nam and the Viet Nam War.
1 The individuals who became committed to a pan- ethnic Asian American identity 

and Third World liberation tended to be from certain Asian ethnic groups and par-
tic u lar generational backgrounds.  Because of the history of Asian immigration and 
the legacy of US exclusion acts, approximately one million  people of Asian Ancestry 
lived in the United States in 1965. From the mid- nineteenth through the mid- 
twentieth  century, discriminatory laws  either banned or severely limited Asian 
migration. In 1965, the United States passed the Hart- Celler Bill, which mandated 
equal quotas for  every country in the world. As a result, Asian Americans, who had 
been predominantly American born, became predominantly foreign born (E. Lee 
2015; Takaki 1998). In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the demographic shift was just 
occurring. Japa nese Americans, Chinese Americans, and Filipinos constituted the 
three largest Asian ethnic groups. Within  these groups, it was the generation of 
 people who grew up in the aftermath of World War II who tended to become po liti-
cally identified with the Asian American category. In addition to being exposed to 
the civil rights movement and other racial liberation movements, Asian Americans 
experienced racialization themselves. For example, Japa nese Americans, who consti-
tuted half of the Asian American population, had been interned in camps during 
World War II out of suspicion of disloyalty. They faced numerous challenges in their 
attempts to reintegrate into American society  after being designated the nation’ s 
 enemy. Chinese Americans, long consigned to residential segregation, discovered 
economic and po liti cal opportunities when China was allied with the United 
States but again faced suspicion during the Cold War. Filipino Americans, whose 
home country had been colonized by the United States in the aftermath of the 
US- Philippine War, also lived in segregated communities and continued to 
engage in circulatory migration patterns to work in farming, fishing, as well as 
the US military. While all three groups worked together to create the Asian 
American movement, Japa nese Americans seemed most inclined to identify as 
Asian American. They had already been singled out for being Japa nese during 
World War II. Also, Japan was an imperial power that both colonized Asia and 



j u dy tz u-  ch u n w u62

served as a Cold War ally of the United States. Being Asian American and identify-
ing with socialist Asia allowed Japa nese Americans to critique racism and imperial-
ism without claiming a troubling ethnic or national identification.

2 The fact that two of the authors requested anonymity reveals their concerns about 
po liti cal persecution,  either from Asian American communities in the United States 
or from governments in Asia, as a result of their writings.

3 This proj ect to include West Asia as part of the Asian American po liti cal imagina-
tion has become more urgent in the post-9/11 era of Islamophobia.

4 The role of activist media in fostering internationalism builds upon Anderson’s 
(1991) analy sis of print media in fostering nationalism.

5 The del e ga tion from Southeast Asia consisted of three teams of two female and one 
male translator each for North Viet Nam, South Viet Nam, and Laos. A fourth del e-
ga tion from Cambodia had intended to travel to Canada as well but was unable to do 
so. Vo Thi The (age fifty), a professor of lit er a ture at the University of Hanoi and an 
officer in the Viet Nam  Women’s Union, had visited Canada previously in 1969. 
Given her se niority and experience, she served as an overall leader of the 1971 
 del e ga tion. Nguyen Thi Xiem (forty), a gynecologist and obstetrician, was the vice 
president of the VWU. Dinh Thi Hong (forty- six), a  house wife, and Phan Min Hien 
(thirty- one), a teacher, represented the  Women’ s Union for the Liberation of South 
Vietnam. Two additional teachers, Khampheng Boupha (forty- seven) and Khemphet 
Pholsena (twenty- nine), represented the Laotian Patriotic  Women’ s Association. 
Each group was accompanied by a male translator: Nguyen Tri (forty- six), from 
North Viet Nam; Trinh Van Anh (thirty- three), from the South; and Soukanh 
Srithirath (thirty- four), from Laos (“The Indochinese  Women’ s Conference” 1971, 3).
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CHAPTER 3

WITHOUT E NHANCE ME NTS

Sexual Vio lence in the Everyday Lives of  
Asian American  Women

erin khuê ninh

It is hard to take a nuanced position on sexual vio lence, 
for reasons this essay  will explain. It is additionally tricky to insist on 
nuances if one has not been a victim of rape, and I have not. Yet I do not 
feel like a stranger to this universe. As a  woman who has lived alone, used 
to walk home alone, often at night— I am intimate with specters. As a col-
lege freshman whose first boyfriend ran a months- long campaign against 
my virginity, one he eventually won, I am familiar with ambiguity. As a 
kindergartner who managed to refuse her eight- year- old cousin’s false 
choice between kissing him or his dick, I know it is pos si ble to feel both 
proud and profoundly soiled, defective.

But  there is also this, that in my se nior year I felt honored beyond belief 
that my college professor on his way to the lecture hall had introduced him-
self to me and praised my work. That thereafter we met for lunches, and his 
approval watered my parched confidence. Then one day he drove me to din-
ner off campus, and afterward walking to the car took my hand. I berated 
myself for being naive— so what if he had a wife and two sons?— but at least 
if I did not wrench my hand away I must have shown the kind of fear that 
I was fortunate he  wasn’t the man to push past. Still, I needed his letter of 
recommendation for gradu ate school. The letter worked.
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Something of this scene repeated itself at the end of grad school, with an 
adviser whose letter I needed as well. Even though I managed to deflect the 
advances actively this time, I can say without exaggeration that not  until the 
day I received my notice of tenure and promotion— based on evaluations of 
my work by  people I did not know and who knew me barely by name— was I 
able to pull the brackets from my achievements, excise the cancerous doubt 
that I did not deserve them.

 There is the phone call one after noon in my freshman dorm, when both 
my roommates  were out. The male voice returned my friendly hello but did 
not identify himself. Believing this to be a game with some friend, I guessed. 
And guessed. And engaged in laughing banter. And realized much too inap-
propriately late that I had overshared with a stranger. When I announced 
intent to hang up, he threatened to call back, and to tell my roommates what 
I had done with him. I  can’t even imagine, much less recall, what leverage 
he could have made me give him by then, but I tearfully agreed to five more 
minutes in which I’d follow his instructions,  after which (he promised) he’d 
never call again. I doubt I was convincing: a virgin who had never watched 
porn. But so crushing was the shame of my cooperation that  until I began 
to write this essay, I had never mentioned the incident to anyone.

 These plot points of my past surely explain why I teach not one but two 
courses on sexual vio lence. Called “Global Vio lence, Intimate Harm,” the 
first course introduces rape as product of a patriarchal logic in which  women 
are both nation and property: our function to bear patriarchy’s community, 
our bodies its inheritance. Drawing from a wealth of Asian American fem-
inist lit er a ture and criticism,  these ten weeks frame sexual vio lence in the 
proportions of war, imperialism, and genocide, as indeed one of the fields 
on which such massive campaigns are waged. But alone, this classic Asian 
American feminist framework can also compartmentalize, allowing sexual 
vio lence to seem synonymous with World War II’s comfort  women, Viet-
nam ese boat  people’s Thai pirates, the Third World child sold into sex traf-
ficking, the uneducated immigrant whose husband beats her. Though 
impor tant battlegrounds for scholarship and activism,  these settings are 
also (con ve niently) experientially distant, dangerously distancing.

In a self- reflexive critique of Korean American scholarship on comfort 
 women, Kandice Chuh cautions against a number of investments that can 
shape the feminist construction of that vio lence and its victims: a US impe-
rialist/nationalist ideology that finds in “battered,  violated”  women’s bod-
ies usable justification for war (Chuh 2003, 6); a self- serving objectification 
of another as powerless, such that the critic who takes up that cause as her 
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own claims, “paradoxically, . . .  a certain kind of academic power” (8). That 
is, Asian American feminism recognizes the pitfalls of a scholarship that 
“distances the observer from the practice and defines the observer as the 
antithesis of that practice, relies upon and perpetuates a failure to see sub-
ordinating practices in our own [First World, academic] culture” (Leti Volpp 
in Chuh 2003, 7). Yet, our body of work cannot be said to acknowledge sex-
ual coercion of a sunny after noon and Friday night, the conference room 
and couch, the anonymous and trusted of Asian American  women’s lives. 
Sift through the pages of Asian American feminist anthologies over the 
de cades (much less through Amerasia or the Journal of Asian American 
Studies) and when the word rape occasionally appears it is usually one item 
in a list of other vio lences, not necessarily sexual, contained within a single 
paragraph of a long essay about something  else. Rape as if a  matter of fact, 
not a  matter of study: not a prob lem requiring the attention of our best soci-
ologists, cultural theorists, teachers. Sexual vio lence as if de cades ago or 
countries away, or at least foreign to this classroom full of Asian American 
 women who are learning to date.

My classrooms thus explain the writing of this essay,  because term  after 
term, some number of Asian American  women in  these courses make it 
known that  there have been for them no safe distances from or provisional 
structures of heightened vulnerability; the rape they know is part of an 
everyday culture. “Dating in Rape Culture” has become the second course 
in my series, but for its syllabus I have been able to draw on nearly nothing 
by way of Asian American feminist lit er a ture or criticism.

Early biases, stemming at least in part from cultural nationalism, set 
Asian American feminism on a course to treat rape as epiphenomenal: its 
vio lence in ter est ing only as illuminating a structural base, so to speak, of 
other vio lences. Its victims in ter est ing mainly as forensic evidence, in the 
pursuit of a larger pattern of destruction. This model has grave limitations. 
Making More Waves, one of the definitive collections of Asian American 
feminist writing, includes a chapter titled “Vio lence in Our Communities.” 
Written by Helen Zia, the essay is based on her work with a group “formed . . .  
to study the nexus of vio lence against Asian  women and hate crimes” (Zia 
1997, 207). It begins with five cases, presenting them as hate crimes that  were 
not classified as such. Three of  these figure rapes: a young girl raped and 
lynched, victims of a serial rapist,  women gang- raped by fraternity  brothers; 
all the victims Asian, all the perpetrators seemingly not. Addressing the 
exclusion of  women from classifications of anti- Asian hate crime, the group 
responded by arguing for expansion of the definition of “hate vio lence” to 
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mean any vio lence “used as a means of exerting power, control, and domi-
nation by one group over another” (Zia 1997, 209). Into this capacious cat-
egory, they swept cases as varied as “the white man who claimed [a] ‘phobia 
of Asians’ ” and pushed a stranger to her death on a subway platform; “the 
murder of an Asian  woman by her [white] husband”; the shooting death “of 
an Asian  woman by her [Asian] ex- husband”; even the shooting of a Chinese 
lesbian by her (battering?) Chinese lover: all “should be considered” hate 
crimes  because in each is putatively “the ultimate exercise of power and con-
trol used by one to dominate the other” (Zia 1997, 210–11). Aside from dilut-
ing hate into a meaningless term, this argument also displayed a revealing 
disregard for the nature of the violent act: random or long- standing, inti-
mate or stranger, sexual or not. Indeed, the essay granted rape no specificity 
as a type of crime; it is nonessential to the definition,  little more than a step-
ping stone to arguing for the classification of vio lence against racially Asian 
 women as racialized vio lence.

To be sure,  there is a longtime debate among feminists over the more 
accurate/advantageous plotting of rape: onto a continuum of sexual coer-
cions (from “an unwanted kiss” to verbal pressuring of a partner, includ-
ing harassment [Gavey 1999, 60]), or, as Foucault along with early radical 
feminists would have had it, as a species of assault, an attack on the body 
comparable to any other (Haag 1996). But the “hate crime” essay above is 
not an example of that debate; it is instead an early and influential instance 
of the po liti cal priorities among Asian American feminists that have made 
rape uninteresting except as revealing of colonization, or military occupa-
tion, or genocide. Not per se. This is not to suggest that sexual vio lence ever 
happens in a gender- isolation chamber; it is to rail that within Asian Amer-
ican feminism, sexual vio lence should be deemed a thin charge without 
enhancements.

In making this point, I lean somewhat on arguments made by other fem-
inists of color regarding the hierarchies that cast some rapes as po liti cal, 
 others as derivative. Kimberlé Crenshaw, for instance, takes to task the 
“general tendency within antiracist discourse to regard the prob lem of 
vio lence against  women of color as just another manifestation of racism” 
(Crenshaw 1991, 1257), including the interpretation of Black male vio lence 
against Black  women as a subsidiary stage in a “cycle” of vio lence gener-
ated and initiated by white injuries against Black masculinity (1258). But 
as I see it, among  women of color, even explic itly feminist (i.e., “antipatri-
archal”) discourse may treat sexual vio lence as derivative. That is, only for 
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white  women is it allowable that the most power ful lens through which to 
explain rape might sometimes be gender.

White feminist scholarship has had periodic sessions of vigorous theo-
rizing about sexual vio lence, but it was last intensively debated well over ten 
years ago— arguably in the 1990s.1 With the surge of national attention to 
rape and sexual harassment on college campuses in the past few years, how-
ever (as well as the #MeToo movement, which caught fire during the last 
editing stages of this collection), sexual vio lence is likely coming to the fore 
of mainstream feminist research once again. For Asian American scholars 
to weigh in this time would mean taking off some blinders.  Because, of 
course, a gap in scholarship is more than a function of poor resource allo-
cation; it is a function of (un)thinkable questions, (un)sanctioned politics.

Studies of domestic vio lence in Asian American communities (includ-
ing but not specific to sexual abuse) are relatively common, especially in the 
social sciences (see, e.g., Rimonte 1989; Dasgupta 2007). But the “cultural” 
frameworks immediately invoked in such studies let on that— despite 
researchers’ earnest mission to shine light into previously hidden corners 
of abuse— their range is set to recognize only a certain profile of victims: 
“immigrant battered  women” who are likely subject to threats of deporta-
tion, “shame of failing to please one’s husband, . . .  and bringing dishonor 
to the natal  family” (Dasgupta 2007, 3). Psy chol ogy highlights the “patriar-
chal aspects of Asian culture, in which  women hold subordinate status to 
men,” while balancing that eternal truism with the “Asian cultural empha-
ses on self- control and interpersonal harmony [which] may serve as pro-
tective  factors” (Okazaki 2002, 39); we learn that their inferior status along 
with “the value placed on harmony in interpersonal relationships” render 
“Asian  women . . .  generally less likely to openly challenge male be hav iors, 
including sexual advances. As a result, Asian  women may find it more dif-
ficult to ‘say no’ to unwanted sexual advances or tend to be  silent about or 
tolerate the prob lems of sexual vio lence” (M. Lee 2001, 7).

Cultural essentialism aside, it is certainly gratifying to know that inti-
mate partner vio lence primarily afflicts a quaint tribe of primitive ancestors, 
who bear no resemblance to the US- passport- bearing, Trinh Minh- ha– 
reading, interracial- dating Asian  women on  either side of our lecterns. 
Where I am  going with this: we do not concern ourselves that the model 
minority can be raped,  because the model minority does not exist. Yet 
sexual coercion takes place not only within the structural engines of war 
and punishment; it also takes place within the poststructural engines of 
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productivity and reward. And on what grounds do we assume that Stan-
ford rapist Brock Turner’s victim is white?

In other words, what  little Asian American feminist scholarship  there is 
on sexual vio lence envisions its subject in Othering terms— in the sense that 
the prevailing concepts of “culture” it imagines victims to inhabit are so fos-
silized they might as well be ste reo types. “Domestic partner” is seemingly 
synonymous with “immigrant male enforcing home- country values”— even 
as, elsewhere in the field, it is a loudly known fact that straight Asian  women 
often partner with white men.  Whether  these  women are foreign- born 
or US- born, in 1980 or 2008, outmarriage to white men stands at about 
40  percent (Qian and Lichter 2011, 1072). Moreover, second- , third- , and later- 
generation Asian Americans have increasingly begun to marry interethni-
cally (and intergen er a tion ally), such that even within intraracial pairings 
“cultural” assumptions are likely contested (Qian, Blair, and Ruf 2001). The 
current college population, meanwhile, may have a broad range of  sexual 
encounters entirely unaccounted for by existing domestic vio lence para-
digms: Asian  women at Stanford in 2005, for example,  were found to choose 
non- Asian partners for 47  percent of their long- term relationships, 59  percent 
of their dates, and 74  percent of their hookups (McClintock 2010, 56). If sexual 
coercion takes place within  these couplings, the preset explanations cannot 
apply;  whether sexual coercion takes place within  these couplings, we have 
not bothered to look.

Splicing research on sexual vio lence with that on interracial gender 
dynamics seems in order, then, but even where the latter is concerned, care 
should be taken not to take ste reo types for social firmament. Long- standing 
common wisdom in Asian American studies says that “while  today’s Anglo- 
American  women can be viewed as hard- working, tough, per sis tent, career- 
minded  etc., Asian- American  women are still seen  today as sex toys, cute, 
subservient, man- serving” (Chen 1997, 55). But the “ today” of that statement 
arguably better reflects the 1990s of its writing—or even the 1960s of the 
argument’s first framing— than perceptions that greet young  women 
thirty to sixty years  later. As the model minority has become an increas-
ingly dominant, competitive force in American educational and professional 
spheres (discursively, less a con ve nient foil to other minorities and more a 
threat to white preeminence), the racial gendering of Asian  women has 
taken on new tones. For what Min Zhou and Jennifer Lee call Asian Amer-
i ca’s “new second generation,” it may be that they are cast as neither “lotus 
blossom” nor “dragon lady”: “American ste reo types of Asian  women are 
becoming more masculine. . . .  Asian American  women are represented 
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more in technical and business magazines than in  women’s and hobby 
magazines. Asian American female images occurred in work rather than 
in outdoor, social, or home settings. . . .  [They are] presented as individu-
als who are more focused on their  careers than on their families, contra
dicting older ste reo types that portray Asian American  women as domestic 
and submissive” (Tsai, Przymus, and Best 2002, 204, emphasis added). 
What it is to pres ent sexually as an Asian American  woman “ today”—in 
couplings across race, ethnicity, generation, and orientation—we cannot 
presume we know.

Perhaps the most perilous gap in scholarship on sexual vio lence, how-
ever, is not specific to Asian American feminism, and has to do not with 
areas of inquiry but with allowable degrees of nuance.  Because even while 
sexual vio lence may take place along a continuum, agency is held to be 
binary: the violator is all agency, motivation, and action; the  violated strictly 
acted upon, an effacing non- role. To suggest other wise is to be taken as 
reversing entirely the charge of blame,  because  there is no permissible third 
option. In an impor tant essay on this topic, Sharon Marcus cites the “gen-
dered grammar of vio lence, where grammar means the rules and structure 
which assign  people to positions within a script” and that script “induces 
men . . .  to recognize their gendered selves in images and narratives of 
aggression,” while it “encourages  women to become subjects by imagining 
ourselves as objects” (Marcus 1992, 392, 393). Against her argument that men 
and  women are gendered into roles as potential rapist and target— and that 
therefore  women (no less than men) can act in greater or lesser accommoda-
tion to that patriarchal scripting— her critics have generally responded that 
this suggestion dangerously “ground[s rape] in the victim’s behavioral or 
emotional dynamics rather than in the perpetrator’s actions” (Mardorossian 
2002, 756, emphasis added). Marcus’s position is made equivalent to that of 
conservative antifeminists via a forceful flattening that, ironically, turns her 
critic’s argument into caricature: we are told that when victims reflect upon 
ways they might have averted their assault “had they acted differently,” this 
is a retroactive “coping mechanism in reaction to the rape . . .  and not a testi
mony of the victim’s participation in gender socialization before the assault” 
(Mardorossian 2002, 753, emphasis added). The first half of this claim is as 
surely true as the latter half is surely false: We are to believe that the  woman 
in question did not participate in gender socialization  until the moment of 
her rape? That  until the fateful assault that transforms  women into victims 
or survivors, they are not interpellated subjects or docile bodies of hetero-
sexual norms? That men but not  women are products of rape culture?
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Asian American feminism’s selective focus within sexual vio lence—on 
forms thoroughly couched in formal histories, in vis i ble systems of eco-
nomic exchange and military infrastructure— makes it even more inhos-
pitable to suggestions of “participation in gender socialization before the 
assault.” As defined by conditions of overwhelming power, a victim’s agency 
is precisely what is vacated, and the very notion of her accountability, repug-
nant. But  these are not the only conditions  under which sexual coercion 
takes place, nor are they thus the only priorities that demand theorization. 
Moreover, the work of bringing the more “mundane” realities to knowledge 
 ought not be delegated to psy chol ogy alone. To do so is, by default, to make 
the messy effects of rape culture a  matter of mea sure, not of contention. That 
is, in addition to the descriptive work of incidences and prevalences, of inca-
pacitated rape and sexual harassment, of attitudes endorsed by ethnicity 
and generation . . .  we need the work that asks  whether our rubrics— for cul-
ture, say, or consent— organize experience or obscure it. Marcus points to 
empathy (“a quality deemed feminine even when detached from female 
prac ti tion ers”) as an example of gendering that makes  women better prey: 
prodding victims to “identify” with would-be “rapists rather than to defend 
themselves from rapists’ desire to destroy their targets” (Marcus 1992, 393). 
Hers is a highly controversial stance, where the orthodox feminist position 
is very clear: the victim is to be “innocent, blameless, and [most impor-
tantly]  free of prob lems (before the abuse)” (Lamb 1999a, 108). Say other-
wise and prepare to be trolled. But to posit an implicated “agency” in this 
context is not to imply  simple self- determination; it is rather to take for our 
starting point its opposite: a subject trained to a certain habitus, disciplined 
to specific aspirations, tuned to par tic u lar needs. Such a subject, long 
before the moment of assault, has wishes— and they may well be prob-
lematic; has tendencies— and they likely do not serve her well. Such a sub-
ject can sign legally binding contracts—it is just that her consent is already 
compromised.

It is in this sense that I’d agree Asian American  women’s experiences 
of sexual coercion are “culturally” inflected:2 sabotaged by the model 
minority paradigm not as ste reo type but as subject formation. For Asian 
American  women, the gendered grammar of vio lence joins with a script-
ing of the subject as the consummately obliging solution to social anx i-
eties, workforce shortfalls, familial losses, communal dreams. What is 
consent for a subject whose algorithm for all  things is to identify and 
meet the standards set by  others? For whom the question of yes or no 
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has been ontologically supplanted by the question of success or failure? 
When what to do with one’s life is not a question for personal choice, 
why should what to do with one’s body be any more than another occasion 
to make someone  else happy?

However unwelcome, such a possibility follows a materialist feminist tra-
jectory to its logical conclusion. If we grant that “social forces [may] repre-
sent a type of coercion similar to interpersonal coercion (although [distinct] 
from it),” then consent “becomes something broader than just a ‘yes’ to sex 
with a specific person, in a par tic u lar place, at a par tic u lar time. It becomes 
a negotiation of social expectations, a way of expressing a social identity, or 
of fitting in to a certain social world” (Beres 2007, 99, emphasis added). 
What my work on the psychic construction of the filial  daughter compels 
me to see is the overdetermination of sexual compliance for a model- 
minority  woman: young  women operating within postfeminist ideals of 
selfhood may well engage “in undesired sex in order to make a man ‘happy’ 
in an encounter in which [they do] not want to disappoint him” (Burkett 
and Hamilton 2012, 822)— because to disappoint is to fail.

To be clear, this argument in no way implies that a  woman’s “no” should 
be disregarded, or her hesitation discounted. To the contrary. It is to argue 
that cultural scripts may so alienate a well- gendered subject from the valid-
ity of her own wishes that they can preempt vio lence: make coercion struc-
tural, not inflictive. That therefore any hesitation must be attended all the 
more scrupulously, and by all parties involved. That the indicative question 
is not necessarily the yes/no delineation of “affirmative consent”— extraction 
of agreement, legally binding. That the indicative question is instead “How 
do you feel?”

Subject formation is highly flammable talk when it comes to rape pre-
vention, but for Asian Americans especially, who perpetually bemoan “per-
petual foreigner” status,  here is why it is necessary: the subject alienated 
from her own desires is not exotically tragic; she is uber- American. It is not 
Confucianism but Hollywood narrative cinema (Mulvey 1999) and Fifth 
Ave nue billboards (Bartky 1997; Sobchack 1999) that train into  women the 
relationship to their bodies as objects for male plea sure: “By re- enforcing 
that sex is about an image, that looking good is more impor tant than feel-
ing good, [Victoria’s Secret] promotes rape culture” (Monroe 2012). “Post-
feminist sexual agency” describes a potent cocktail of self- empowerment 
qua ability to be pleasing, such that a  woman believes it to be a liberated, 
“individual choice to please her man” (Burkett and Hamilton 2012, 823). The 
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term was coined to describe not geisha but con temporary sexual practices 
among young, Western  women for whom Paris Hilton is a role model. 
To approach culture from this  angle is to plot model- minority subject 
formation onto legitimately intersectional axes, and to theorize Asian 
American sexual vio lence along an American continuum, rather than as 
an invasive species.

Likewise, where Asian American men are perpetrators, “culture” must 
mean “rape culture” as much if not more than it means “pre- modern, non- 
Western inheritance.” In this era  after mixed- race campus shooter Elliot 
Rodger’s murderous manifesto, it is imperative to think about sexual vio-
lence as a function of toxic masculinity:3 where sexual conquests confer 
manhood, young men are raised to feel “entitled” to sex— and a  woman’s 
refusal (denial) does direct injury. This is a script in which Asian men may 
strive to play the leading role, or resent their typecasting, but it is unequiv-
ocally a homegrown, domestic genre.

Subject formation is not a professionally risky lens through which to 
study perpetrators, however— only victims. In this,  there is a parallel to 
racialization: “An intellectual taboo surrounds the study of internalized rac-
ism. A major concern is that  because internalized racism reveals dynamics 
by which oppression is reproduced, it  will lead to blaming the victims and 
move attention away from . . .  racist institutions and practices” (Pyke and 
Dang 2003, 151). What ever threat internalized racism and sexism may pose 
to the clarity of po liti cal agendas, however, criticism that does not grapple 
with subject formation risks  doing its subjects further injustice. Insofar as 
internalization means that subjects learn to facilitate their own harm, it is 
a theory of implicated agency. The young postfeminist, say, who has “actively 
deci ded to recompose her own sexuality in terms of the primacy of her part-
ner’s needs . . .  has exerted agency by selecting to do so” and is “not trapped 
in a unidirectional system of power” (Burkett and Hamilton 2012, 829). To 
grant such a subject agency even if implicated holds open the possibility that 
she may come to discern her formation, her desires, her habitual ways of 
being, and having done so may alter them. Or, perhaps, to deny her impli-
cation is to foreclose for her a narrative rescripting.  After all, what is a fem-
inism that does not allow for consciousness- raising? A feminism that 
relieves the  violated subject of a contributing role of any kind consigns her 
to a story of perennial victimhood, where she is as helpless to avert the next 
violation as she was the first. But if toxic femininity is learned, it can be 
unlearned. It is pos si ble to love toxic masculinity, and it is pos si ble to stop.
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NOTES

1 To be fair, Asian American studies is not alone in  handling the topic of sexual vio-
lence gingerly. In 2002, an article in the feminist journal Signs observed that “rape 
has become academia’s undertheorized and apparently untheorizable issue. . . .  
[S]kim through the issues of feminist journals over the last ten years to see this puz-
zling scholarly neglect” (Mardorossian 2002, 743). Moreover, “when sexual vio lence 
is discussed in academic criticism, it is generally in terms of its cinematic repre sen-
ta tion” (746); add “literary repre sen ta tion” and this statement holds true in Asian 
American feminism as well, to this day.

2 . . .  though they likely overlap more than they differ from other young  women on the 
continuum of that vio lence.

3 Rod gers believed his superiority as a “beautiful Eurasian” entitled him to blond 
 women, and he was enraged by what he felt to be his universal rejection as an Asian 
man. See Fang (2014), Shen (2016), and 18 Million Rising (2016).
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CHAPTER 4

PE MINIST AND QUE E R AFFILIATION 
IN LIT E R  A TURE AS A BLUE PRINT 
FOR F ILIPINX DECOLONIZ ATION 
AND LIBE R ATION
thomas xavier sarmiento

The literary is a power ful form of activism. It can 
 provide a blueprint for other worlds and other modes of living and being, 
inciting readers to enact change in their own worlds. Rather than presup-
pose the arts as simply aesthetic and removed from so- called on- the- ground 
organ izing and mobilization, I see art as a valuable arm of po liti cal activ-
ism, building upon Filipinx studies scholars’ “ongoing attempt to resurrect 
buried artistic and po liti cal models” found in Filipinx cultural production 
(Manalansan and Espiritu 2016, 5).1 I developed this viewpoint in college 
as a gender studies major and student activist involved in one of the Fili-
pinx campus organ izations.  These experiences introduced me to the power 
of cultural production to raise one’s consciousness and engender action, 
 whether  grand or minute. As a young queer Pinoy (Filipino American 
male), my identification with Filipinx- ness was initially ambivalent at best 
(due to the seemingly heteronormative bent of dominant Filipinx Ameri-
can student activism on my campus), and it was through per for mance art 
and lit er a ture that featured gender-  and sexually transgressive Filipinxs 
that I discovered a place for my intersectional subjectivity within the Fili-
pinx strug gle against colonial oppression and white supremacy.

In this chapter, I chart the productive possibilities that a peminist—or 
Filipinx American feminist— and queer po liti cal orientation offer to 
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Filipinx decolonization by tracing its manifestation in foundational, 
con temporary diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture. A peminist and queer Filipinx 
co ali tion engenders a more radical politics of liberation compared to an 
approach that centers race and coloniality alone. While some critics might 
cast feminist and queer concerns as secondary (or even tertiary) to antira-
cism and anti- imperialism,  Women of Color feminisms remind us that all 
oppressions, and thus all strug gles for liberation, are interlinked.2 Filipinx 
feminist and queer scholars and activists who are in dialogue with the 
macropo liti cal proj ect of  Women of Color feminisms while focusing on the 
micropo liti cal context of the Philippines and its global diaspora share such 
a sentiment and argue that their investments in antisexism and antiheter-
onormativity are very much in line with antiracism and anti- imperialism.

Peminism centers Filipinx subjectivity. It is rooted in the Filipina/x 
standpoint and forwards a way of knowing and being that centers Filipina/x 
strug gles for decolonization and sees gender and sexual liberation as key 
to  those strug gles. Although it has emerged from the unique positionality 
of Filipinas in the United States, it operates as an analytical lens that maps 
how racism and imperialism operate through gendered and sexualized bod-
ies. Understanding peminism as an analytic avoids the trap of homogeniz-
ing, and thus essentializing, Filipina American experience. And while 
peminism accounts for queer sexualities, it is impor tant to name queerness 
as a complementary analytic and subject position so as to avoid flattening 
the sociocultural differences between racialized genders and sexualities.

As Filipinx strug gles against colonial oppression and white supremacy 
in the Philippines and its global diaspora over the past  century and recent 
scholarship in Filipinx studies have demonstrated (see Cruz 2012; Diaz 
2015; Fajardo 2011; Gonzalez 2013; Isaac 2006; Manalansan 2003; Mendoza 
2015; Ponce 2012; R. Rodriguez 2010; and See 2009), gender and sexuality 
are central to Filipinx racialization and imperial subjugation. To privilege 
race as the primary lens through which to understand Filipinx experi-
ence forecloses critical engagement with the vari ous systems of oppression 
that bear on the Filipinx body; such systems of oppression, besides racism, 
include but are not limited to classism, sexism, heterosexism, homopho-
bia, transphobia, and ableism. While intersectional thinking has become 
the standard for con temporary progressive politics, how to put that the-
ory into practice remains a challenge. To forward an intersectional and 
co ali tional praxis as fundamental to Filipinx critique and po liti cal mobi-
lization reshapes what might be deemed a Filipinx concern, transforming 
intra-  and intergroup interactions and priorities for the better. Since “divide 
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and conquer” is a tool of white supremacist cap i tal ist heteropatriarchy, 
decolonization must replace such toxic tactics of domination with “define 
and empower” (Lorde 1983, 100). As Audre Lorde explains, to “define and 
empower” involves articulating the myriad ways power operates across a 
field of identities and embodied experiences and recognizing the force of 
collective action. It means seeing oneself as intimately connected with 
 others. Such a relational way of knowing and being fosters mutuality.

For me, con temporary diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture is a fitting entry point 
to engage the productive entanglements of peminist and queer Filipinx cri-
tique for mapping out Filipinx decolonization and liberation. Through its 
fictive world making and re- membering, diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture blurs 
the lines between real and imaginary, between recorded History and spec-
ulative histories. In so  doing, it opens up a space to see and feel differently. 
As Kandice Chuh (2003, 35–36) argues, Filipinx American lit er a ture directs 
Asian American studies to understand the field as not simply a discourse 
of race and ethnicity but a “discourse of sexuality” and postcoloniality. In 
its disloyalty to nation and its refusal to represent a singular identity for-
mation, such cultural production aligns with intersectional feminisms’ call 
to take seriously the mutually constitutive nature of oppression and queer 
theory’s deconstruction of identity. As opposed to interpreting such texts 
exclusively as social history, I read them as aesthetic pedagogies that pro-
vide clues to how our world is and  ought to be.

While con temporary diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture certainly encompasses 
multiple overlapping themes that concern racial- ethnic identity, gender and 
sexuality feature prominently, revealing a pattern that suggests  these social 
formations are endemic, rather than simply ancillary, to diasporic Filipinx 
experience. However, rather than being overtly peminist and queer in its 
po liti cal orientations, diasporic Filipinx creative work is less prescriptive 
and more inviting. This invitational tone works to avoid reproducing a dis-
ciplinary impetus that outlines a singular pathway for decolonization and 
liberation.

Celebrated and criticized for its postmodern aesthetics, Filipina Ameri-
can author Jessica Hagedorn’s writing exemplifies the relationalities among 
Filipinx decolonization, gender liberation, and queer unbecoming. Her 
best- known novel, Dogeaters, published in 1990, features an ensemble cast 
whose lives are intertwined by the forces of autocratic rule and neo co lo nial 
influence. Among its narrators are Rio Gonzaga, a Filipina mestiza whose 
 family is financially and po liti cally connected, and Joey Sands, a multira-
cial Filipino queer DJ who lives in the slums of Manila. As an assemblage 
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of gendered, classed, sexualized, and racialized perspectives on postcolo-
nial Philippines, the novel invites readers to develop a peminist and queer 
critique of nation and empire. Similarly, Hagedorn’s second novel, The 
Gangster of Love, published in 1996, provides a complementary take on 
Filipinx material realities by shifting away from the Philippine nation/
homeland to the US diaspora. Narrated in part by Raquel “Rocky” Rivera, 
a Filipina mi grant, the story follows her life in the United States from ado-
lescence into adulthood as she unsuccessfully attempts to forget the life 
she, her  mother, and her  brother left  behind in the Philippines. Whereas 
Dogeaters fictionalizes life in the Philippines  under the US- backed Ferdi-
nand Marcos fascist regime, Gangster fictionalizes the aftermath of the 
autocrat’s fall from grace. Together, both novels illustrate the power of lit-
er a ture to account for po liti cal economic atrocities and thus to serve as a 
repository for subaltern collective memory; importantly, they also reveal 
the forms that might be taken by affective intimacies between gender and 
sexual dissent against hetero- masculine postcolonial nationalisms to 
usher in a more just society in the  future pres ent.

Dogeaters and Gangster are valuable pedagogical tools for speculating 
about what social justice might look like. Cultural production like Hage-
dorn’s lit er a ture not only refracts society; it also creates society. Both nov-
els eloquently speak to their sociohistorical contexts, responding to and 
creatively reimagining the complex world they inhabit. In their refusal to 
be representative of Filipinx Amer i ca, both novels unsettle the myth of 
racial- ethnic authenticity. Gangster in par tic u lar centers on the protago-
nist’s disavowal of her Filipina identity, not to reject her heritage but to 
suggest that she is much more than her ethnic identity. In other words, 
Hagedorn’s novels showcase characters who embody complex personhood 
that loosely coheres around an  imagined racial- ethnic community but is 
not exclusively defined by it.3 Both novels’ embrace of peminist and queer 
sensibilities depart from dominant Filipinx cultural nationalism, calling 
into question what it means to be Filipinx in the first place and proffering 
a more inclusive notion of Filipinx subjectivity.4

In fact, Dogeaters was the first novel I read by an author of Filipinx 
descent, and it reshaped my understanding of gender and ethnic studies and 
po liti cal re sis tance. Despite having been involved in Filipinx student organ-
izing as an undergraduate, I often felt that my queer identity was at odds 
with the group. Hagedorn’s novel, an assigned text in one of my under-
graduate gender studies courses, taught me to regard my feminist, queer, 
and Pinoy identities as compatible and inextricably tied to one another. 
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Recognizing Hagedorn’s fiction as part of the  Women of Color feminist tra-
dition of fusing creative writing and po liti cal consciousness (see Moraga 
and Anzaldúa 1983), years  later as a university professor I assigned Gang
ster in my  Women of Color feminism course (partly  because I wanted to 
draw attention to Hagedorn’s other work beyond Dogeaters and  because it 
is set in the United States, which would be more familiar to my Kansas stu-
dents) and invited my students to recognize how the literary can function 
not only as theory but also as a blueprint for po liti cal action.

Reading Dogeaters and Gangster as exemplary but not exhaustive of con-
temporary diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture that activates affiliation across dif-
fer ent racialized genders and sexualities, I argue that a peminist and queer 
hermeneutic paves the way for decolonial Filipinx co ali tional politics. In 
both novels, cisgender Filipina protagonists forge affective bonds with cis-
gender queer Filipino characters.5 By foregrounding  these heterosocial rela-
tionships, I highlight the peminist- queer co ali tional politics Hagedorn’s 
novels forward as an alternative to postcolonial Filipinx nationalism. While 
several scholars have analyzed the gender and sexual politics in Dogeaters 
(see Bascara 2006; Chang 2003; Isaac 2006; Lee 1999; Lowe 1996; Mendoza 
2005; and Ponce 2012), and in Gangster to a lesser extent (see Balance 2016; 
and Ponce 2012), much of that scholarship does not explic itly articulate the 
p/feminist and queer relationalities Hagedorn’s work traces. While some 
might argue that an attention to feminism presupposes that queerness is 
part of the conversation, or that an attention to queerness is necessarily fem-
inist, as Gayatri Gopinath’s (2005) work in diasporic South Asian public 
cultures argues, such is not always the case. As obvious as linking pemi-
nism and queerness might seem, especially given the roots of  Women of 
Color feminist consciousness- raising as inclusive of queerness,6 I argue that 
our con temporary moment must not take for granted the epistemic and 
po liti cal imperative to conceptualize the connections among antisexism, 
antiheteronormativity, antiracism, and anti- imperialism.7 Paying attention 
to the peminist and queer Filipinx intimacies modeled by Hagedorn’s char-
acters works to remind and inspire us to continue forging intra-  and inter-
group solidarities across sociocultural difference if we are ever to live beyond 
our pres ent.

FILIPINIZING FEMINISM

As I briefly outlined above, peminism aims to tease out the specificities of 
diasporic Filipina and Filipinx being. In her introduction to Pinay Power, the 
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first published anthology on peminism, Melinda de Jesús (2005a, 5) defines 
peminism as “a specific form of feminist theory rooted in the Filipina Ameri
can experience—an experience very diff er ent from the implicit (and thus 
explicit) subject of white liberal feminism . . .  [that] describes Filipina Ameri-
can strug gles against racism, sexism, imperialism, and homophobia and 
strug gles for decolonization, consciousness, and liberation.” Such a defini-
tion of peminism critiques hegemonic feminism’s solipsistic tendency to cen-
ter the experiences of white, cisgender, heterosexual, middle- class, US- based 
 women. It also highlights peminism’s commitment to an intersectional, 
decolonial politics. While peminism aligns with the broader proj ect of Fili-
pinx American critique as it seeks to remedy Filipinx American po liti cal and 
cultural invisibility and underrepre sen ta tion in the United States, it also calls 
attention to the par tic u lar “invisibility of Filipinas within Asian American 
and Filipino American studies” and “underrepre sen ta tion of Filipinas 
within the field of feminist studies” (de Jesús 2005a, 4). However, peminism 
is not simply a call for additive inclusion; rather, it provides a critique of the 
confluence of race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, and empire from the sit-
uated vantage point of Filipinas and demands a re- vision of po liti cal action.

Peminism also can be understood as Pinayism. Having coined the latter 
term, Allyson Tintiangco- Cubales (2005, 141) argues that Pinayism “aims 
to look at the complexity of the intersections where race/ethnicity, class, 
gender, sexuality, spirituality/religion, education, educational status, age, 
place of birth, Diasporic migration, citizenship, and love cross.” For her, the 
particularity of Filipina American lives demands a unique brand of femi-
nism that speaks to Filipina Americans. Rather than “finding a place for 
Pinays [Filipina American females] on the continuum of white feminism 
and black womanism,” Pinayism aims “to create a place for [Pinays] out-
side [such a] continuum.” In fact, “Pinayism is not just a Filipino version of 
feminism or womanism; Pinayism draws from a potpourri of theories and 
philosophies” (Tintiangco- Cubales 2005, 139). While she acknowledges the 
importance of Black feminisms in shaping her feminist consciousness, 
Tintiangco- Cubales also points to their limits in reifying a Black- white 
racial paradigm that fails to account for  those who do not fit in  either racial 
category and whose subjection  under white supremacy is radically diff er ent 
from, though entwined with, African Americans. Thus, not unlike Chicana 
feminisms, Pinayism works to articulate the interstitial location of Filipina 
Americans navigating between and beyond a binaristic understanding of 
race in the United States as well as the fissures within their racial- ethnic 
community along the lines of gender and sexuality.



t hom a s x av i e r sa r m i e n to88

De Jesús’s and Tintiangco- Cubales’s articulations of Filipina American 
antisexist politics indicate that peminism/Pinayism shares in the intersec-
tional, relational, and co ali tional sensibilities of  Women of Color feminisms 
from the unique vantage point of Pinays. And in alignment with  Women 
of Color feminist politics, peminism/Pinayism is inherently antiracist and 
antihomophobic. Although it might be tempting to subordinate peminism/
Pinayism as offshoots of Asian American feminisms,  because of Filipinxs’ 
par tic u lar histories of racial formation and coloniality as well as their vexed 
relationship to Asian Amer i ca, peminism/Pinayism affiliates with but ulti-
mately exceeds Asian American feminist formations. As Nerissa Balce (2016, 
10) points out, “The history and culture of Filipino Americans cannot be 
understood as just another variant of the Asian American immigrant nar-
rative, but as one that is uniquely scarred by colonization and codepen-
dence.” Sarita See (2009, xxx) offers a similar observation of Filipinx 
American particularity that dissociates Filipinxs from Asian American 
panethnicity when she writes: “Filipino American difference . . .  often is at 
odds with the deraced co ali tional politics of Asian American studies, which 
has its own brand of color blindness to the detriment of racially heteroge-
neous Asian American communities like Filipino Amer i ca with its explicit 
in- group vocabulary and coding for race mixture.”8 Moreover, Balce (2016, 
10) and See (2009, xv) highlight how critiques of US imperialism in the Phil-
ippines align with postcolonial studies but radically depart from them in 
the blurring of colony and metropole. Such perspectives emphasize that Fili-
pinx social formations must be studied in their own right. This is not a call 
for Filipinx exceptionalism; rather, as See (2009, xxx) puts it, “The so- called 
specificity of Filipino Amer i ca can become the power ful basis for an alto-
gether other kind of worldliness.” Taking seriously Filipinx American cri-
tique re spects Filipinx strug gles for self- determination while also advocating 
for more specific analyses of how power operates on multiple scales.

In the context of  Women of Color feminist discourse, de Jesús (2005a, 4) 
observes that while a body of Asian American  women’s writing exists, Fili-
pina American voices have remained marginal due to “East Asian hege-
mony in Asian Amer i ca, which has [led] to constructing and signifying 
Asian American  women as of solely Chinese, Japa nese, and/or Korean 
descent.” She goes on to outline that “peminist theorizing shares many sim-
ilarities with feminisms of color and Asian American feminisms— for 
example, the negotiation of the ‘borderlands,’ the emergence of mestiza 
consciousness, the simultaneous strug gle to fight racism in the  women’s 
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movement and sexism in our ethnic communities, as well as the pressure 
to ‘pledge allegiance’ to  either culture or gender, but not both”; however, 
“what distinguishes [peminist discourse] is [its] gendered analy sis of 
imperial trauma . . .  and the articulation of Pinay re sis tance to imperialism’s 
lingering effects” (6). Clearing a space for Filipinx and specifically Pinay per-
spectives on the effects of racism, sexism, homophobia, and imperialism, 
among other forms of oppression, works to decenter white hegemonic 
feminism as the primary interlocutor with which  Women of Color femi-
nisms engage.

Although peminism is rooted in the experiences and perspectives of 
Pinays, it more accurately indexes a way of knowing and being in the world. 
Accordingly, it is more useful to conceptualize it as an analytic. Such a move 
is not intended to decenter Filipina American voices; instead, understand-
ing peminism as a politico- theoretical orientation resists the impetus to 
conflate racialized  women’s bodies with  Women of Color feminist bodies 
of knowledge (Lee 2000). Tintiangco- Cubales (2005, 142) invites Pinoys “to 
engage in the conversation on Pinayism so that they may better understand 
a more complete rendition of the strug gle of ‘Filipinos in Amer i ca.’ ” Such 
a provocation recognizes the structural relationalities between Filipinas and 
Filipinos as racial- colonial subjects in the United States. Frank Samson’s 
contribution to Pinay Power responds to Tintiangco- Cubales’s call, stating 
that Pinoys can participate in peminist discourse by “develop[ing] a Pinayist 
consciousness” (Samson 2005, 157), by recognizing “Pinayism as a way of 
life, a way of being in the world” (159). Developing a Pinayist consciousness 
encourages Pinoys to recognize that white supremacy manifests through 
heterosexist exploitation as a method to disempower men of color and sub-
jugate communities of color (Tintiangco- Cubales 2005, 142; Samson 2005, 
153). As de Jesús (2005a, 5) reminds us, “Far from being a slighting of Filipino 
American men or Filipino American culture in general, attention to Pinay 
voices and perspectives demonstrates our [peminist] commitment to the lib-
eration of all Filipinos.” Through the par tic u lar vantage point of Pinays and 
the prism of racialized gender and sexuality more broadly, peminism serves 
as a pathway for Filipinx decolonization and liberation. And yet, more than 
a de cade  after Pinay Power’s introduction of peminism into feminist and 
antiracist discourses, the term remains marginal. As a feminist queer Pinoy 
literary scholar, my response is to critically engage Pinay Power’s impor tant 
contributions to  Women of Color feminism and Filipinx critique and to 
continue exploring the power of peminism.
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ENGAGING PEMINISM QUEERLY

Whereas de Jesús’s definition of peminism and Tintiangco- Cubales’s defi-
nition of Pinayism make clear that sexuality and antihomophobia are part 
of the Filipina American feminist dialogue, the idea that p/feminism is 
inherently queer or that queer is inherently p/feminist cannot be taken for 
granted. Following queer of color and queer diaspora scholars (see Fergu-
son 2004; Gopinath 2005; Holland 2012; Manalansan 2003; and Muñoz 
1999), my queer diasporic Filipinx theorizing develops from critical engage-
ments with feminist and peminist epistemologies and ontologies. Such a 
move refuses to silo critiques of racialized sexuality formations from gen-
dered ones or to continue eclipsing the  Women of Color feminist founda-
tions of queer of color and queer diasporic critiques. Relatedly, Filipinx 
studies scholars have cogently illustrated how antiracist and decolonial poli-
tics in Filipinx Amer i ca also must be feminist and queer (see Cruz 2012; de 
Jesús 2002; Isaac 2006; Mendoza 2005, 2015; Ponce 2012; and See 2009).

In line with this chapter’s focus on the literary, de Jesús (2002), in her 
rereading of arguably canonical Filipinx American lit er a ture, critiques the 
heteronormative bias that subconsciously pervades literary interpretations 
of Carlos Bulosan’s novel Amer i ca Is in the Heart and Bienvenido Santos’s 
collection of short stories Scent of Apples, a bias that also tarnishes ethno- 
racial nationalist po liti cal activism in Asian Amer i ca. Through her pemi-
nist optic, she brings to light the homophobia and heterosexism that often 
circumscribe antiracist strug gles and calls for an intersectional approach 
to cultural politics. In centering the queer moments that occur in Bulos-
an’s and Santos’s work, she invites us to recognize that the foundations of 
Filipinx American culture are queer, which has the effect of opening up 
“diff er ent possibilities” that allow us to “imagine new vistas, new lives, and 
new ways of being” (109). Once again building upon de Jesús, I gravitate 
 toward the feminist and queer moments of affiliation in Hagedorn’s fiction 
to underscore the intersectional foundations of con temporary Filipinx 
critique.

My capitalizing on the intimacies among gender, sexuality, race, and 
coloniality reflects a broader discussion in  Women of Color feminisms and 
queer of color and queer diasporic critiques that emphasizes the distinct yet 
overlapping dialogic relations among  these three epistemic formations. José 
Esteban Muñoz’s Disidentifications highlights an alternative genealogy 
for queer theory— one that begins with the writings of radical feminists of 
color collected in This Bridge Called My Back. For Muñoz (1999, 25), queer 
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of color critique is a disidentificatory strategy that ushers in a utopian 
world which makes the pres ent more livable for minoritized subjects: 
“It is in [This Bridge’s] essays, rants, poems, and manifestos that we first 
glimpsed what a queer world might look like.” Inspired by Muñoz’s think-
ing, Roderick Ferguson (2004) arguably solidified queer of color critique 
as a mode of social and cultural analy sis. Like Muñoz, Ferguson (2004, 
111) is indebted to  Women of Color feminisms, especially Black lesbian 
feminist theorizations, which have “marked the constitution of a heteroge-
neous  labor force in diversified terms of ethnicity, nation, race, sexuality, 
and gender.” However, given that Lisa Lowe’s (1996) historical materialist 
Asian American feminist critique of capital bears on Ferguson’s queer of 
color theorizing, it is worth recognizing Asian American feminisms’ 
specific influence on queer of color critique. In connecting queer of color 
critique to  Women of Color feminisms in general and to Asian American 
feminisms in par tic u lar, such work by Muñoz and Ferguson illustrates 
the necessity to think intersectionally and relationally in the fight for 
social justice and transformation.

While feminism and queer theory certainly share intellectual and po liti-
cal space, sustained engagement is necessary lest one become neglectful of 
the other. For Sharon Patricia Holland (2012), acknowledging queer of color 
critique’s foundations in  Women of Color feminisms is impor tant; however, 
the disappearance of the female subject in much of con temporary queer the-
orizing is cause for concern. According to her, “Black.female.queer voices 
are foundational, but not generative, as  there is  little active engagement with 
the diversity of this relational voice.” What she is saying  here is that black.
female.queer becomes a signifier for alterity, statically held in the past so as 
to clear space for con temporary queer (of color) theorizing. She instead 
wants us to think of the black.female.queer not as “singular” but as “rela-
tional” (81). Similarly, Gayatri Gopinath (2005) cautions against the (cisgen-
der) male subjective bias of queer in her analy sis of diasporic South Asian 
public cultures. Focusing specifically on the diasporic South Asian queer 
female subject, she argues that such a move works to “conceptualize dias-
pora in ways that do not invariably replicate heteronormative and patriar-
chal structures of kinship and community” (6). Moreover, re orienting 
 toward the discursively constructed impossible subject and national and 
diasporic narratives brings queer and feminist thinking into productive 
conversation, thereby “challeng[ing] the notion that  these fields of inquiry 
are necessarily distinct, separate, and incommensurate” (16). In aligning 
myself with Holland and Gopinath, not only do I situate queer as feminism’s 
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interlocutor and vice versa, but I also foreground the feminine as mutual 
with the sexually transgressive.9

Queer in Filipinx Amer i ca not only nuances peminist investments in 
racialized gender and sexual liberation but also unsettles white imperialist 
notions of queer. A roundtable discussion by US- based Filipina lesbian and 
bisexual  women organizers included in Pinay Power reinforces the idea 
that  women’s issues necessarily include queer  women’s issues. Moreover, echo-
ing Gopinath’s (2005) critique of queer as often conflated with men, the 
roundtable discussants point out that queer Filipino men are largely vis i ble 
and provisionally accepted within the Filipinx community, whereas queer 
Filipina  women are rendered invisible and anomalous (Lipat et al. 2005, 195–
96). Complicating this tension between cisgender male and female queer 
repre sen ta tion, Kale Fajardo (2008, 407) observes that Philippine and Fili-
pina American feminists often misread trans Filipino men as lesbians, while 
US notions of being trans fail to address the cultural specificities of trans 
Filipinxs.10 In Martin Manalansan’s (2003, viii, 24) ethnography of diasporic 
gay Filipino performative practices, he forwards bakla as a form of Filipino 
queerness to signal the incommensurability of hegemonic white gay male 
culture with that of diasporic queer Filipinos. Conversely, Victor Mendoza 
(2015, 29) cautions against the ahistorical use of queer as a signifier for non-
normative Filipinx genders and sexualities given queer’s racialized, imperial-
ist connotative meanings during late nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century 
US overseas expansion. For him, queer is problematic not  because it demar-
cates gender and sexual transgression, but rather  because its racialized speci-
ficities often go unnoticed (Mendoza 2015, 29). The aforementioned queer 
Filipinx perspectives underscore how an attention to the particularities of 
Filipinx experience reworks queer’s radical potential alongside peminist sen-
sibilities. Building upon the epistemic politics of such scholars, this chapter 
aims to position queerness and peminism as necessarily entwined modes of 
living and being and turns to the literary as an entry point for reimagining a 
more just society.

PEMINIST AND QUEER AFFILIATION IN DOGEATERS

The development of po liti cal consciousness—of becoming “woke,” so to 
speak—is one of the many thematic strands that weave together Dogeaters. 
The novel opens with an excerpt on sleep from French physician Jean 
Mallat’s nineteenth- century travelogue The Philippines: “They [Filipinxs] 
have the greatest re spect for sleeping persons” (1). While such a colonial 
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observation seems anachronistic in Hagedorn’s postcolonial narrative, the 
idea of “sleeping persons” stands as a meta phor of the uninitiated Filipinx 
masses who fail to recognize the systemic oppression rampant during the 
Spanish- colonized past and the novel’s postwar/post- US- independence 
pres ent. In fact, the novel’s chapter introducing the character Daisy Avila, 
who particularly represents this transformation from sleep to conscious-
ness, is titled “Sleeping Beauty.”  Here, Hagedorn plays with the literal 
and symbolic meaning of being asleep, as Daisy spends her time in a cata-
tonic state  after being crowned Young Miss Philippines, but also  because 
she has not yet developed a po liti cal critique of the government like her 
 father, Senator Domingo Avila, who “declares that our torrid green world 
is threatened by its legacy of colonialism and the desire for revenge” (100). 
Three chapters  later, in “Breaking Spells,” Daisy awakes from her catatonic 
state, “publicly denounce[s] the beauty queen pageant as a farce, a  giant 
step backward for all  women,” and “accuses the First Lady of furthering 
the cause of female delusions in the Philippines” (109). By the novel’s end, 
Daisy, who now goes by the alias Aurora, emerges as a leader of the re sis-
tance against the corrupt Philippine government.11

Like Daisy, Joey Sands transforms from living in a sheltered real ity to 
occupying an unfiltered one when he accidentally witnesses the assassina-
tion of Senator Avila, Daisy’s  father. And like the beauty- queen- turned- 
guerrilla- fighter, he develops a po liti cal consciousness that is avowedly 
antinational and proto- p/feminist/queer. In the chapter “His  Mother, the 
Whore,” Hagedorn juxtaposes Joey’s subjectivity with that of his deceased 
 mother, Zenaida. At this early point in the novel, Joey distances himself from 
his  mother, recounting only hearsay rather than direct memories of her. 
Narrated from his perspective, the chapter opens with “ There are  those who 
say my poor whore of a  mother sold me to  Uncle for fifty pesos. . . .  They say 
she was still young and still beautiful, they shake their heads solemnly at the 
terrible waste. . . .  They describe how she jumped in the river, a watery grave 
black with  human shit. . . .  They say Zenaida’s ghost still haunts that sec-
tion of the river. . . .  She was a legendary whore, my  mother. Disgraced and 
abandoned, just like in the movies” (42).  After this vivid description of 
his  mother’s tragic life and death, Joey ends by saying, “I  don’t want to 
remember anything  else about my sad whore of a  mother” (43). A peminist 
sensibility would encourage Joey to recognize Zenaida’s fate as indicative 
of the weight of US neo co lo nial ism via militarism and cap i tal ist exploita-
tion of Filipina bodies following the Philippines’ so- called in de pen dence 
from the United States in 1946 and would connect her strug gles for survival 
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to his own as a queer mestizo Filipino hustler. However, at this point in 
the novel, Joey, like Daisy, remains meta phor ically asleep, which enables 
him to disconnect from similarly positioned subjects like his  mother 
and the Filipinx underclass that inhabits the slums of Manila from which 
he hails.

The chapter then proceeds to reveal Joey’s coming of age  under the tute-
lage of  Uncle, a man from the neighborhood slums who cares for him and 
other wayward boys. On one hand, Joey’s abrupt refusal to say more about 
his “sad whore of a  mother” may mask his shame and sadness at losing, at 
the young age of about five or six, a  mother who was known by her line of 
work. On the other hand, it signals his attempt to show how he is diff er ent 
from her. Whereas the chapter’s title (“His  Mother, the Whore”) suggests 
that Zenaida  will be the focus, three pages of the four- page chapter are 
devoted to Joey. Supposedly unlike his tragic  mother, who was at the mercy 
of her johns, Joey describes how he “take[s] advantage of the situation, run[s] 
men around, make[s] them give [him] money” (44). He even goes on to 
emphasize that “I’m nobody’s slave.” He closes the chapter by stating, “Right 
now I’m biding my time. I take good care of myself, I’m in control, my life 
is  simple” (45). In framing his  mother as more passive and presenting him-
self as more active in determining his lot in life, Joey disaffiliates with fem-
inized subjection. Even though he engages in sex work like his  mother, his 
efforts to show that he is the master of his destiny reveal his investment in 
masculinist notions of power and personhood.

It is only when Joey becomes a liability to the state that he realizes he is 
no diff er ent from his  mother, the whore, and develops a proto- p/feminist 
consciousness.  After accidentally witnessing the assassination of Senator 
Avila, an out spoken politician critical of the government’s military  human 
rights violations  toward its  people, Joey hopes to find a priest and confess 
what he has witnessed. In his mind, he imagines telling the priest, “ Father, 
my name is Joey Sands. I’m a whore and the son of whore. I just saw Sena-
tor Avila murdered. How come I feel guilty?” (191). Whereas earlier in the 
novel Joey disidentifies with his status as a sex worker and the progeny of a 
Filipina sex worker and a Black American GI, in this moment, he accepts 
who he is. By avowing his  mother, Joey re- centers the absented Filipina 
whose  labor underwrites much of the Philippines’ postcolonial economy.12 
This moment serves as a turning point in Joey’s ontological consciousness, 
as he moves from living in a false real ity where he believes he is singularly 
in charge of his destiny to realizing he is living in the nightmare that is post-
colonial Philippines and must rely on the collective support of similarly 
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positioned subjects for his survival: antinationalist Filipinas like Daisy/
Aurora and her cousin Lydia/Clarita and queer Filipinxs like Boy- Boy who 
occupy the fringes of Philippine society.

Joey’s new affiliation with Filipina feminist guerrilla fighters at the novel’s 
end carries the potential to instantiate other modes of being. In her reading 
of the novel, Rachel Lee (1999, 104) similarly points out how Filipina and 
queer Filipinx characters pres ent an alternative to the hetero- masculinist 
postcolonial nation- state in order to emphasize that feminist and queer 
politics are not antithetical to nationalism and anti- imperialist critique. 
However, whereas she focuses primarily on the novel’s array of female char-
acters, positioning Joey as exceptional (74), I read the novel’s entwinement 
of feminism and queerness as symptomatic of the fecund alliances neces-
sary to uproot the legacies of multiple colonialisms. As Lee notes, “ Because 
Hagedorn does not propose one way to save the world, the novel ultimately 
does not propose female or gay leadership as the only ave nues of collective 
salvation. Rather, the novel highlights that leadership as legitimate as any 
other, while never endorsing this leadership as the final word, the one and 
only path  toward liberation” (104).  Here, Lee underscores how the novel 
opens up alternative realities, not to position them as ultimately better than 
the extant real ity, but rather to illustrate the several possibilities for social 
justice when subaltern knowledges are taken seriously. Juliana Chang 
(2003) offers a similar reading of the power of the subaltern, again largely 
focusing on  women. For Chang, subaltern femininity— “illegitimate, illicit, 
and illegible female  labor” (652)—in the novel pres ents an alternative path-
way for neo co lo nial modernity, and Zenaida is the quin tes sen tial embodi-
ment of this disavowed femininity (658). However, in recognizing Joey’s 
horizontal alignment with his  mother and other trafficked  women (e.g., 
the bomba [soft- core porn] star Lolita Luna, Daisy), the promise of subal-
ternity rests on both feminization and queerness. Such an alliance points 
to the radical potential of affiliation based not on identity but on shared 
distance from power, as Cathy Cohen (1997) cogently argues.

By the novel’s end, Joey has sought refuge in the mountains among guer-
rilla fighters with the help of his associate Boy- Boy, a queer shower dancer 
with ties to the anti- Philippine government re sis tance. Unexpectedly, he 
meets Aurora/Daisy and befriends her. In their shared exile, the omniscient 
narrator describes their budding friendship in the  future tense:

Weeks  later, when she has grown to trust him, she  will describe the 
absurd terms of her release from Camp Meditation. . . .
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They  will get drunk together on cane liquor one night. She cries while 
Joey describes his  mother. . . .  They are together all the time. She teaches 
him how to use a gun. (Hagedorn 1991, 232–33)

 Here, readers see a glimpse of the alternative world made pos si ble through 
p/feminist and queer affiliation; however, the narrative’s open- endedness is 
not prescriptive. By ending Daisy’s and Joey’s plot lines in this way, Hage-
dorn positions affective relationality and co ali tional politics irrespective of 
one’s social identification as one antidote to autocratic corruption.

Whereas Daisy and Joey figure as the marriage of p/feminism and queer-
ness, Rio, the novel’s arguably primary narrator, embodies both at once.13 
As a  daughter of members of the privileged mestizx class, Rio seems like 
an unlikely candidate for engendering subversive critique. However, her 
refusal to align with  either nationalist or antinationalist politics offers 
another pathway for liberation. This inability to fully capture her po liti cal 
alliance fittingly reveals her status as a guerrilla subject. Like the historical 
guerrilla fighters who confounded the US military forces during the 
Philippine- American War at the turn of the twentieth  century through 
seemingly erratic maneuvers that prolonged the war  until the early 1910s, 
and like the fictional guerrilla fighters in Dogeaters whose refusal to ignore 
the atrocities committed by a fascist government offers hope through re sis-
tance, Rio’s unreliable narration might seem benign and elusive but actu-
ally reveals the power of subaltern epistemology and ontology.

At the beginning of the novel, Rio recounts an after noon outing with her 
cousin Pucha circa 1956, during their adolescence. Sitting at the Cafe España 
along with Lorenza, Rio’s yaya (babysitter), Rio becomes “acutely aware of 
the  table of teenage boys next to [them], craning their necks and staring 
lewdly at [her] cousin” (4). She goes on to narrate: “The loudest and largest 
of the boys hisses lazily at my cousin, who makes a big show of pretending 
not to hear. . . .  Then he starts making kissing sounds with his fat lips. I am 
disgusted by his obscene display and the giggling reaction of my flustered 
cousin” (5). At the end of the novel, Pucha responds to Rio’s recollection: 
“Puwede ba [a Filipino/Tagalog idiom that loosely translates as ‘ really!?’]? 
1956, 1956! Rio,  you’ve got it all wrong. . . .  I may not remember all the details, 
but I certainly should know WHO was making eyes at me in the Cafe 
España” (248). She goes on to admonish Rio: “I just want you to get my damn 
history straight . . .  you’d better wake up and accept it: 1959 was many years 
ago” (249). Besides the queerness of Rio’s storytelling, in her inability to “get 
[Pucha’s] damn history straight” (see Mendoza 2005, 820), Rio inhabits a 
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peminist- queer standpoint as an adult diasporic subject now living in 
the United States but who refuses to let go of the past, forgoes property 
femininity by remaining unmarried, and rejects the promise of crony 
capitalism for the Filipinx elite. And although Pucha charges that Rio is 
meta phor ically asleep, Rio’s subtle but no less effective critique of histori-
cal memory throughout the novel lays bare the force of counternarratives 
to so- called official Truth and indicates that she is in fact “woke.”

PEMINIST- QUEER SOLIDARITY IN THE GANGSTER OF LOVE

While the previous section focused on queer affiliation with p/feminism 
primarily through the character Joey, and to a lesser extent Rio, in Doge
aters, this section focuses on peminist affiliation with queerness through 
Rocky, Gangster’s protagonist narrator. The novel’s opening immedi-
ately, though implicitly, establishes Rocky’s affiliation with her queer 
 brother Voltaire, with the collective we symbolizing her refusal to disen-
tangle her experience of immigration from that of her  brother and her 
 mother, Milagros. Though Rocky is the narrator for the novel, Hagedorn 
does not use the first two pages to establish who she is; instead, Rocky is 
introduced in relation to her  brother: “Jimi Hendrix died the year the ship 
that brought us from Manila docked in San Francisco. My  brother, Vol-
taire, and I wept when we read about it in the papers, but it was Voltaire 
who was truly devastated. Hendrix had been his idol” (5, emphases added). 
Rocky goes on to describe her  brother’s bold sartorial style, their parents’ 
divorce, their journey to the United States, and Voltaire’s po liti cal cri-
tiques of postcolonial Philippines. Of par tic u lar note is Rocky’s mention 
that “my  father once threatened to have Voltaire arrested for looking like an 
effeminate bakla” (5). This information immediately positions Voltaire as a 
queer subject, as bakla is a Filipino/Tagalog word that loosely translates as 
“gay.” By devoting the novel’s opening to Voltaire as narrated through 
Rocky’s point of view, Hagedorn sets up Voltaire as a significant character, 
despite his relative absence through most of the novel. Voltaire’s absent pres-
ence aptly illustrates how po liti cal orientations may not always foreground 
their multiple investments, but  those investments nevertheless always 
inform them. As a proto- peminist coming- of- age tale, Rocky’s affiliation 
with Voltaire enjoins readers to understand her racialized gender politics 
in relation to her queer adjacency.

Rocky’s journey as a budding musician and into young womanhood 
reveals her distance from normative femininity and her alignment with 
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dissident genders and sexualities, thus illustrating her deviation from so- 
called traditional Filipina- ness. While Rocky strug gles to identify with her 
Filipina heritage, interpreting her disidentification with Filipinx- ness as an 
assimilatory move fails to recognize how she reworks the contours of dia-
sporic Filipinx subjectivity. When she decides to leave San Francisco to pur-
sue a  music  career in New York, she and her then- lover Elvis Chang stop in 
Los Angeles to visit her “kind of famous, very cool  uncle Marlon,” know-
ing “he’d take care of [them]” (67). Marlon, a former Broadway dancer who 
is queer and implied to be HIV- positive, serves as a  father figure for Rocky. 
Reluctant yet ultimately supportive of her desire to become an artist, he also 
 later connects her to more stable employment to make ends meet in between 
 music gigs. This relationship between Rocky and Marlon is similar to her 
affiliation with Voltaire and pres ents readers with an alternative notion of 
 family that is not based on a heteronormative nuclear structure.

Rocky’s  mother, Milagros, on the other hand, is less supportive of Rocky 
and is often critical of her  daughter’s actions. Rocky reflects: “On one of 
my visits back to San Francisco, my  mother asks me why I try so hard to be 
a man. . . .  She blames it all on coming to Amer i ca” (127). While Milagros 
certainly loves her  daughter, she views Rocky’s in de pen dence as uncon-
ventional. Ambivalent about her  mother, Rocky sees Milagros’s tolerance of 
her  father’s marital unfaithfulness in the Philippines for longer than she 
would have as a weakness and thus “resolve[s] never to hand over that 
kind of power to any man or  woman” (211). However, Milagros also 
exceeds the scripts of conventional femininity: “Rocky’s  mother was diff er-
ent, confronting her husband in public, making demands, issuing ultima-
tums” (211). In this way, Rocky may unconsciously derive her female 
power from her  mother, who does in fact divorce her husband and becomes 
an entrepreneur in the United States by selling lumpia (eggrolls).

Keiko Van Heller, Rocky’s best friend, dubbed “a ‘rising feminist artist 
of color,’ ” further influences Rocky’s proto- peminist/queer sensibilities 
(94). On tour, Rocky recounts, “I’m relieved to have any  woman along 
for com pany. I’ve had to make do in the past with someone’s hostile wife 
or druggie airhead girlfriend- of- the- moment, but I’m always grateful for 
their whiny female presence. (Rock ’n’ roll’s such a boys’ club, and I’m sick 
of it. Whose guitar/dick/tongue is the longest and loudest?)” (128–29). 
 Here, Rocky articulates the sexism she constantly  faces as a rising rock- 
and- roll bandleader and the comfort she experiences in the com pany of 
other  women, albeit ambivalently. Following this revelation, Rocky and 
Keiko spontaneously engage in a brief sexual encounter. Whereas the novel 
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establishes Keiko as sexually fluid, it remains  silent on Rocky’s sexuality, 
much like Rio in Dogeaters. In fact, aside from this moment, the novel has 
Rocky romantically and sexually involved with cisgender men from diff er-
ent races and ethnicities. However, to interpret Rocky as heterosexual would 
be a misnomer. Rather, the novel’s refusal to pin down her sexual identity 
works to  counter the idea that Filipinx- ness is incommensurate with queer-
ness. What’s more, her affiliation with Keiko signals the promise of  Women 
of Color solidarity.

In their respective readings of Gangster, Martin Joseph Ponce (2012) and 
Christine Balance (2016) focus on the novel’s soundscapes to trace Rocky’s, 
and by extension Hagedorn’s, disidentificatory relationship to dominant 
Philippine and US cultures. Given the parallels between Rocky and Hage-
dorn in terms of their life trajectories from Manila to San Francisco to New 
York and their artistic endeavors as poets and rock bandleaders, Rocky can 
be read as a “literary rendition” of Hagedorn (Balance 2016, 117). For Bal-
ance, Hagedorn’s “collaborative production and generative reception of US 
popu lar  music within and beyond national borders,” which Rocky models, 
ushers in alternative ways to conceptualize immigrant ethnic identity that 
refuse the demands of cultural authenticity (89). However, as Ponce (2012, 
129) points out, “Hagedorn does not represent The Gangster of Love [Rocky’s 
band] as a utopian form of sociality. . . .  [T]he sexually charged relationships 
among the band members, and their disagreements over [artist expression 
and financial success], ultimately reveal that The Gangster of Love  will not 
serve as some paragon of harmonious multiculturality.”

Still, in holding out culturally hybrid aesthetics that do not “subordinate 
the significance of gender and sexual difference” vis- à- vis racial- colonial 
subjectivity, Ponce acknowledges Gangster’s queer potentiality to subvert 
the competing influences of US assimilation and Filipinx nationalism on 
diasporic Filipinxs (123). While Balance (2016, 121) does not couch Rocky’s/
Hagedorn’s performative practices as explic itly peminist and/or queer, for 
me, such a rebellious spirit—as Balance puts it— aligns with peminist- queer 
politics. Indeed, the collaborative nature of Rocky’s social and artistic prac-
tices (e.g., non- nuclear kinship with friends and lovers, the multiraciality 
of her band) exemplifies a peminist- queer sensibility that refuses the 
individualism of dominant US culture and the heteronormative mandates 
of ethnic nationalism. And although Ponce (2012) does read queerness into 
such acts, not seeing them as also explic itly peminist is a missed opportu-
nity to acknowledge the co ali tional politics inherent in Rocky’s/Hagedorn’s 
cultural production.
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 TOWARD A POLITICS OF REFUSAL AND  
PEMINIST- QUEER WORLD MAKING

As I have argued throughout this chapter, Filipinx decolonialization and 
liberation not only rests on antiracist and anti- imperialist stances but also 
necessarily involves critical engagements with antisexism and antihetero-
normativity. Filipinx nationalisms that excise their peminist and queer 
Filipinx affiliation and comrades unwittingly reproduce the (il)logics of 
coloniality and white supremacy. Relatedly, peminist strug gles for gender 
liberation must be fundamentally queer, just as queer Filipinx strug gles 
against heterosexism and homophobia must be decidedly peminist; to 
mobilize other wise fails to engender solidarity across differences. And 
while peminism stands in solidarity with Asian American and  Women of 
Color feminisms more broadly, to not make space for the particularities of 
diasporic Filipina/x experience reinforces structural in equality within 
subjugated populations, which of course is an extension of colonial domi-
nation. If Filipinx studies, Filipinx cultural production, and Filipinx 
movements for justice against colonial and neo co lo nial subjugation in the 
Philippines and its global diaspora have bequeathed us anything, it is the 
notion that power is complex and thus warrants multipronged approaches 
to reckoning with its effects. Such a robust genealogy of Filipinx decoloni-
zation and liberation reminds us that although more work remains, we have 
blueprints to guide us— which traffic in intersectional thinking and co ali-
tional praxis.

By turning to con temporary diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture, I have charted 
the imaginative ways such work provides a template for enacting peminist 
and queer affiliation. Lit er a ture for marginalized communities often serves 
as an alternative archive to colonial knowledge. While lit er a ture certainly 
is not the only mode of re- membering and creating (as po liti cal action in 
the so- called real world similarly enacts justice), lit er a ture nevertheless 
instantiates a space to imagine differently the world in which we live. As 
Ernesto Martínez (2012, 3) posits, the literary taps into the affective dimen-
sion of sociality and “provid[es] an account of what it feels like to negotiate 
knowledge in oppressive contexts, rather than to simply tell  people what to 
think.” However, such a platform may be unintelligible to dominant soci-
ety when subaltern subjects take center stage. In disarticulating the poten-
tialities that diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture offers for Asian American and 
 Women of Color feminist politics, though, my aim has been less prescrip-
tive and more descriptive of extant ways of knowing and being that exist in 
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tandem with their hegemonic counter parts. “Making sense” of the pemi-
nist and queer affiliations that already exist fictively and refract the so- called 
real world ultimately works to reckon with violent, systematic erasure of 
marginalized individuals and to account for the affiliations such individu-
als make across identities (Martínez 2012, 14, 16). With so much division in 
our current world, to affiliate may seem insignificant; however, affiliation 
creates the conditions of possibility to see beyond ourselves and to forge a 
robust front against all oppressions.

NOTES

1 Throughout this chapter, I use the nonbinary gendered term Filipinx when referring 
generally to  people of Philippine descent and use the gendered terms Filipina (femi-
nine) and Filipino (masculine) when the context warrants them.

2 Although Dylan Rodríguez (2010, 241n2) does not discount the impor tant work of Fili-
pinx feminist and queer scholars and activists, his polemical contribution to Filipinx 
studies could be interpreted as a reprioritization of race in studying Filipinx- ness: “The 
overarching argument of [Suspended Apocalypse] is that the production of the ‘Filipino 
American’ is defined— essentially and fundamentally—by a complex, largely dis-
avowed, and almost entirely undertheorized relation to a nexus of profound racial and 
white supremacist vio lence” (11). Rather than center race as he suggests (192), I center 
an intersectional approach in disarticulating Filipinx racial formation.

3 For more on complex personhood, see Avery Gordon (1997).
4 Hanna (2017) turns to oral history to cata log the fissures of Filipinx queer identity in 

ethnic nationalist movements.
5 R. Zamora Linmark’s Rolling the R’s (1997) and Noël Alumit’s Letters to Montgomery 

Clift (2003) are two notable examples of con temporary diasporic Filipinx lit er a ture 
that similarly showcase heterosocial intimacies. For more on the latter novel, see 
Sarmiento 2017.

6 See Combahee River Collective (1983) and Moraga and Anzaldúa (1983) as a  whole.
7 The Black Lives  Matter movement is an example of con temporary po liti cal organ-

izing that necessarily affirms queer Black  women and Black queer and trans  people 
(Garza, Tometi, and Cullors n.d.).

8 See also Chuh (2003) and D. Rodríguez (2010) for more on the vexed relationship of 
Filipinx Amer i ca to Asian Amer i ca.

9 I realize that framing this dialogue between male scholars (Muñoz and Ferguson) 
and female scholars (Holland and Gopinath) may presuppose a gender divide; how-
ever, instead of reading them as oppositional, I see them as respectfully dialogic.

10 I use trans as an inclusive term for  people who disidentify with the gender binary.
11 Incidentally, Aurora is the given name of Sleeping Beauty in Walt Disney’s animated 

film Sleeping Beauty (1959).
12 See Gueverra (2009), Parreñas (2001), R. Rodriguez (2010), and Tadiar (2004) for 

more on the Philippines’ reliance on feminized  labor to support its economy.
13 See Lee (1999) and Mendoza (2005) for a more thorough reading of Rio’s queerness.



t hom a s x av i e r sa r m i e n to102

REFERENCES

Alumit, Noël. 2003. Letters to Montgomery Clift. Los Angeles: Alyson.
Balance, Christine Bacareza. 2016. Tropical Renditions: Making Musical Scenes in Fili

pino Amer i ca. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Balce, Nerissa S. 2016. Body Parts of Empire: Visual Abjection, Filipino Images, and the 

American Archive. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
Bascara, Victor. 2006. Model Minority Imperialism. Minneapolis: University of Minne-

sota Press.
Chang, Juliana. 2003. “Masquerade, Hysteria, and Neo co lo nial Femininity in Hagedo-

rn’s Dogeaters.” Con temporary Lit er a ture 44 (4): 637–63.
Chuh, Kandice. 2003. Imagine Other wise: On Asian Americanist Critique. Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press.
Cohen, Cathy J. 1997. “Punks, Bulldaggers, and Welfare Queens: The Radical Potential 

of Queer Politics?” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 3: 437–65.
Combahee River Collective. 1983. “A Black Feminist Statement.” In Moraga and 

Anzaldúa 1983, 210–18.
Cruz, Denise. 2012. Transpacific Femininities: The Making of the Modern Filipina. Dur-

ham, NC: Duke University Press.
de Jesús, Melinda L. 2002. “Rereading History, Rewriting Desire: Reclaiming Queerness 

in Carlos Bulosan’s Amer i ca Is in the Heart and Bienvenido Santos’ Scent of Apples.” 
Journal of Asian American Studies 5 (2): 91–111.

— — —. 2005a. “Introduction:  Toward a Peminist Theory, or Theorizing the Filipina/
American Experience.” In de Jesús 2005b, 1–15.

— — — , ed. 2005b. Pinay Power: Peminist Critical Theory: Theorizing the Filipina/Ameri
can Experience. New York: Routledge.

Diaz, Robert. 2015. “The Limits of Bakla and Gay: Feminist Readings of My Husband’s 
Lover, Vice Ganda, and Charice Pempengco.” Signs: Journal of  Women in Culture 
and Society 40 (3): 721–45.

Fajardo, Kale Bantigue. 2008. “Transportation: Translating Filipino and Filipino Amer-
ican Tomboy Masculinities through Global Migration and Seafaring.” GLQ: A Jour
nal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 14 (2–3): 403–24.

— — —. 2011. Filipino Crosscurrents: Oceanographies of Seafaring, Masculinities, and Glo
balization. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Ferguson, Roderick A. 2004. Aberrations in Black:  Toward a Queer of Color Critique. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Garza, Alicia, Opal Tometi, and Patrisse Cullors. n.d. “A HerStory of the #BlackLives-
Matter Movement.” Black Lives  Matter. Accessed April 30, 2016. http:// 
blacklivesmatter . com / herstory / .

Gonzalez, Vernadette Vicuña. 2013. Securing Paradise: Tourism and Militarism in 
Hawai‘i and the Philippines. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Gopinath, Gayatri. 2005. Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public 
Cultures. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Gordon, Avery F. 1997. Ghostly  Matters: Haunting and the So cio log i cal Imagination. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

http://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/
http://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/


Pe m i n ist a n d Qu e e r A ffi l i at ion i n L i t e r at u r e 103

Gueverra, Anna. 2009. Marketing Dreams, Manufacturing Heroes: The Transnational 
 Labor Brokering of Filipino Workers. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press.

Hagedorn, Jessica. 1991. Dogeaters. New York: Penguin.
— — —. 1997. The Gangster of Love. New York: Penguin.
Hanna, Karen. 2017. “Being Gay in the Filipina/o American Anti– Martial Law Move-

ment: Revolutionary Politics, Nationalism, and Sexuality in the 1970s.” Paper pre-
sented at the Association for Asian American Studies, Portland, OR, April 14.

Holland, Sharon Patricia. 2012. The Erotic Life of Racism. Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press.

Isaac, Allan Punzalan. 2006. American Tropics: Articulating Filipino Amer i ca. Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Lee, Rachel C. 1999. The Amer i cas of Asian American Lit er a ture: Gendered Fictions of 
Nation and Transnation. Prince ton, NJ: Prince ton University Press.

— — —. 2000. “Notes from the (non)Field: Teaching and Theorizing  Women of Color.” 
Meridians: feminism, race, transnationalism 1 (1): 85–109.

Linmark, R. Zamora. 1997. Rolling the R’s. New York: Kaya.
Lipat, Christine T., Trinity A. Ordoña, Cianna Pamintuan Stewart, and Mary Ann 

Ubaldo. 2005. “Tomboy, Dyke, Lezzie, and Bi: Filipina Lesbian and Bisexual  Women 
Speak Out.” In de Jesús 2005b, 187–200.

Lorde, Audre. 1983. “The Master’s Tools  Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.” In 
Moraga and Anzaldúa 1983, 98–101.

Lowe, Lisa. 1996. Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cultural Politics. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press.

Manalansan, Martin F., IV. 2003. Global Divas: Filipino Gay Men in the Diaspora. Dur-
ham, NC: Duke University Press.

Manalansan, Martin F., IV, and Augusto F. Espiritu. 2016. “The Field: Dialogues, 
Visions, Tensions, and Aspirations.” In Filipino Studies: Palimpsests of Nation and 
Diaspora, edited by Martin F. Manalansan IV and Augusto F. Espiritu, 1–11. Minne-
apolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Martínez, Ernesto Javier. 2012. On Making Sense: Queer Race Narratives of Intelligibility. 
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Mendoza, Victor Román. 2005. “A Queer Nomadology of Jessica Hagedorn’s Dogeaters.” 
American Lit er a ture 77 (4): 815–45.

— — —. 2015. Metroimperial Intimacies: Fantasy, Racial Sexual Governance, and the Phil
ippines in U.S. Imperialism, 1899–1913. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Moraga, Cherríe, and Gloria Anzaldúa, eds. 1983. This Bridge Called My Back: Writings 
by Radical  Women of Color. New York: Kitchen  Table.

Muñoz, José Esteban. 1999. Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Per for mance of 
Politics. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Parreñas, Rhacel Salazar. 2001. Servants of Globalization:  Women, Migration, and 
Domestic Work. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Ponce, Martin Joseph. 2012. Beyond the Nation: Diasporic Filipino Lit er a ture and Queer 
Reading. New York: New York University Press.



t hom a s x av i e r sa r m i e n to104

Rodríguez, Dylan. 2010. Suspended Apocalypse: White Supremacy, Genocide, and the 
Filipino Condition. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Rodriguez, Robyn Magalit. 2010. Mi grants for Export: How the Philippine State Brokers 
 Labor to the World. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Samson, Frank L. 2005. “Filipino American Men: Comrades in the Filipina/o American 
Feminism Movement.” In de Jesús 2005b, 149–66.

Sarmiento, Thomas X. 2017. “Diasporic Filipinx Queerness, Female Affective  Labor, and 
Queer Heterosocial Relationalities in Letters to Montgomery Clift.”  Women, Gender, 
and Families of Color 5 (2): 105–28.

See, Sarita Echavez. 2009. The Decolonized Eye: Filipino American Art and Per for mance. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Tadiar, Neferti Xina M. 2004. Fantasy Production: Sexual Economies and Other Philip
pine Consequences for the New World Order. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press.

Tintiangco- Cubales, Allyson Goce. 2005. “Pinayism.” In de Jesús 2005b, 137–48.



PART THREE

DECOLONIAL  
INVESTMENTS

Centering Indigeneity and Orienting  

against Settler Complicities





107

CHAPTER 5

DECOLONIZ ING API

Centering Indigenous Pacific Islander Feminism

stephanie nohelani teves and maile arvin

We Pacific Islanders are Indigenous  people and we are NOT API. We 
are committed to creating po liti cal and spiritual solidarities with the 
Indigenous  peoples of this land as a methodology for decolonization 
and for healing our communities.

— fuifuilupe niumeitolu

We begin with this quote by Tongan activist, scholar, 
and community leader Fuifuilupe Niumeitolu, whom we both have had 
the privilege of working with and learning so much from. Niumeitolu states 
plainly: Pacific Islanders are not Asian / Pacific Islander (API). We write 
this chapter as two Native Hawaiian1 feminist scholars, and echoing Niu-
meitolu, we start by insisting that we are not Asian, and the acronym API 
forecloses genuine possibilities for allyship by erasing differences between 
and among Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. This is a critique we 
have been hearing for quite some time within Indigenous Pacific Islander 
communities (Diaz 2004; Kauanui 2005; Hall 2005, 2015). Yet, as Pacific 
Islanders, we never quite finish making this critique, in part  because we 
often find ourselves still scrambling for resources and space in Asian Ameri-
can po liti cal discourse  because of how the federal government and other 
institutions “count” us. This chapter asks: what kind of intellectual and 
po liti cal work is necessary to dislodge the demographic grouping and sup-
posed co ali tion between Pacific Islanders and Asian Americans so that we 
can have conversations about the ongoing legacies of settler colonialism, 
anti- Blackness, cap i tal ist accumulation, and white supremacy that continue 
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to divide Indigenous  peoples and communities of color? Specifically, what 
kinds of methodologies and strategies are necessary for  Women of Color 
feminisms broadly and Asian American feminisms specifically to interro-
gate their own tendencies to gloss “the Pacific” (and its  peoples) as an Asian 
American possession alongside their own liberal attempts to “include” our 
histories and cultures? What is necessary to change the current conversa-
tion (or lack thereof)?

CENTERING THE MOANA

The Pacific Ocean contains upward of 25,000 islands, extending from the 
Arctic to Antarctica and from the coasts of the Amer i cas to the coasts of 
Asia. What are often referred to as the “Pacific Islands” number into 30,000, 
home to 2.3 million  people and 1,500 languages, constituting a third of the 
earth’s surface and nearly 50  percent of its  water. Encompassed by a zone 
of volcanic and seismic activity known as the ring of fire, the region tra-
verses the international date line and equator. All of the landmass on earth 
could fit into the Pacific Ocean. “Oceania” or the “Pacific Islands” are 
divided into three regions: Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia, the colo-
nial and anthropological product of a racialized set of Eu ro pean designa-
tions that Pacific Islanders now hold onto in empowering and problematic 
ways. “Oceania” is also sometimes a geopo liti cal grouping that includes 
Australia, New Zealand, the islands in Melanesia and Micronesia, Papua 
New Guinea, and sometimes the surrounding and insular islands of South-
east Asia. Oceania is distinct, however, as preeminently noted in the words 
of Tongan- Fijian scholar and poet Epeli Hau‘ofa: “Oceania is us. We are the 
sea, we are the ocean. We must wake up to this ancient truth and together 
use it to overturn all hegemonic views that aim ultimately to confine us 
again, physically and psychologically, in the tiny spaces that we have resisted 
accepting as our sole appointed places and from which we have recently lib-
erated ourselves. We must not allow anyone to belittle us again and take 
away our freedom” (Hau‘ofa 2008).

Thus, Oceania is also a cultural and organ izing force within Pacific 
Islander communities to re orient our perspective of the world as our ocean, 
as our homeland, a connectivity that transcends and traverses geopo liti cal 
formations, a knowledge that preceded Western cartographies and anthro-
pological imaginaries of “the other” and  will surely exceed it into the  future. 
Hau‘ofa is calling for the necessity of self- definition in the Pacific. While 
Oceania may have been the site of multiple and overlapping Spanish, British, 
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Dutch, German, French, Japa nese, and of course, American colonialism, it 
remains an Indigenous Pacific space,  mother to  those who call her home. In 
essence, Oceania is more than a Magellanic space of transit, Enlighten-
ment theater of tropical sensuality, or basin for military and cap i tal ist 
strug gle. For Pacific Islanders, Oceania is our  mother and our home, wher-
ever we are.

Repre sen ta tions of the Pacific Islands and Pacific Islanders have circu-
lated globally through multiple discourses since the arrival of Eu ro pe ans 
in the fifteenth  century. Repre sen ta tions in sailor and missionary journals, 
artistic renderings, photo graphs, films, nonfictional or fictional literary 
works, and other formal per for mances contribute greatly to the ongoing 
perception of the region and its  peoples. Imaginings of the exotic Pacific 
can be traced back to classic ideas about gender, sexuality, and nature. The 
influence of the Enlightenment and the emphasis on classical themes, 
Greece in par tic u lar, accompanied Eu ro pean travelers. As Patty O’Brien 
(2006) has argued, imperialist encounters in the  Middle East, Asia, Africa, 
and the Amer i cas and the cultural productions that resulted from them 
influenced sailors and missionaries when they arrived in the Pacific. Pacific 
 women became conflated with mythologized  women of antiquity, as they 
had an untamable and alluring sexuality derived from their close proxim-
ity to the ocean. Early Eu ro pean journals and travelogues characterized the 
Pacific as a sexual playground, noting that Pacific  women  were sexually 
available, existing in a kind of Garden of Eden with no mores or rational-
ity. The Pacific and, by extension, its  women  were represented as “young, 
feminine, desirable and vulnerable” (Manderson and Jolly 1997, 103). Pacific 
 women  running wild (and unprotected) in turn reflected the powerlessness 
of Pacific men  because they could not control  women and society, thereby 
justifying the conquest of the Pacific and its  women. As travelers traversed 
the Pacific, imperialist motivations and the Enlightenment pursuit of knowl-
edge converged with nineteenth- century bourgeois sexuality on a land-
scape predicated upon differentiations from “ others” that  were demarcated 
by racial signifiers and sexual be hav ior (Stoler 1995).

Encounters in the Pacific  were not, however, always about finding a het-
erosexual utopia. In fact, historians have discussed how early Eu ro pean 
accounts of islanders engaging in same- sex activities not only influenced 
Eu ro pean perceptions of islanders (as hypersexed, savage, and  later “ free”), 
but also helped define Eu ro pean sexuality. The early anthropological inter-
est in the Pacific focused on sexuality especially, attempting to understand 
and codify the cultural significance of what anthropologists deemed 
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nonnormative sexual identities and gender expressions (Wallace 2003; 
O’Brien 2006). The vari ous identities and expressions that the West deems 
“nonnormative” existed then and now, not for the indices of anthro- porn, 
nor for the amusement of would-be gay tourists or a same- sex marriage 
agenda aspiring to forms of homonormativity that promise equal rights 
without accounting for Indigenous self- determination, but as repre sen ta-
tions of Indigenous Pacific epistemologies and values (Teves 2014; Goldberg- 
Hiller 2002). We push back against moves to look at the Pacific as a site of 
sexual freedom when such rhe toric is routed through primitivism and a pre-
discursive indigeneity, rather than accounting for the ways Indigenous 
Pacific genders and sexualities are connected to an Indigenous alterity that 
represents other cultural forms of being and loving in the world, which hold 
significance beyond their value for the consumption of settlers. It’s not that 
 these expressions of gender and sexuality  aren’t useful to think through the 
constraints of heteropatriarchy and heteronormativity in multiple contexts, 
but we take issue with the ways such per for mances of Indigenous difference 
are taken up by non- Islanders in a manner that is divorced from a po liti cal 
and cultural context. For instance, many  people might celebrate the exis-
tence of the māhū, the fakaleiti, the takatapui, or the fa‘afafine but know 
absolutely nothing about the ongoing colonization of the Pacific or the cul-
tural contexts from which  these identities emerge.

 There has always been an anthropological interest in the sexualities of 
Pacific Islanders. From the early staged documentary films of Robert Fla-
herty (Moana, 1926) to Margaret Mead (Coming of Age in Samoa, 1928), the 
Pacific is framed through an ever- present exoticization and a pervasive 
image as a tropical and sexual wonderland. As explained in  Bitter Sweet: 
Indigenous  Women in the Pacific, “The fantasy of the South Pacific has long 
represented for  those of other places the possibilities of a pure space, out-
side the ambivalences of the ‘developed’ world. In par tic u lar, the manufac-
tured images of the indigenous  women of the Pacific embodied  these 
imperial im/possibilities” (Jones, Herda, and Suaalii 2000, 12). As Moana 
feminists— feminists from the Moana (Moana is the Hawaiian, Sāmoan, 
and Tahitian word for ocean)—we take issue with this constant exoticiza-
tion and trivialization of the power generated in our diverse expressions of 
gender, sexuality, and desire, which cannot be reduced to Western fantasy 
or frameworks (Silva 2007). It is imperative for us to underscore that the 
ongoing exoticization of the Pacific as a space of fantasy and freedom, as it 
was represented through Eu ro pean and American colonialism, is diff er ent 
than the ways Asian  women are figured as representative of sexual excess 
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rooted in Orientalism. Pacific Islanders are often linked with primitivist dis-
courses and a perceived lack of civilization (Kauanui 2005, 130; Hall 2009, 
24). This distinction encloses Pacific Islander  women in the space of “the 
Native” and thus makes available our lands, oceans, and cultures, leaving 
them prone to dispossession, exploitation, and settlement.

In other words, Asian Americans (inside and outside academia) are rep-
resented differently in discourse than Pacific Islander  women are; our 
issues differ considerably  because Pacific Islander repre sen ta tions and iden-
tities are relegated to a perceived static and ahistorical space of fantasy. 
Thus, “API” or “Asia- Pacific” ( women) is a categorization that should be 
approached critically and dispensed of when necessary, as we discuss  later 
in this chapter. Further, we take issue with the ways this perceived solidar-
ity or affinity in “API” allows Asian Americans to have some connection to 
Hawai‘i. Asian Americans are not innocent when they claim Hawai‘i as 
theirs  because their  great grandparents worked on Hawai‘i plantations, or 
when they move to Hawai‘i  because they feel at home or connected to it  after 
a vacation ( because Asians are a po liti cal majority  there, and they thus do 
not suffer anti- Asian racism in the same way they might in the continental 
United States). Desires for Hawai‘i, the Pacific Islands, and the paradise they 
feign to represent is not just born out of colonial imaginaries; such desires 
are the under lying logic of settler colonialism, which actively fetishizes our 
cultures and marginalizes Pacific Islander strug gles for self- determination. 
We say this not to be mean- spirited, but when Asian Americans lay claim 
to Hawai‘i without a clear connection to Hawai‘i as a real place (and note 
how Hawai‘i stands in for the entire region), or when they dance hula, or 
use the term hapa to describe someone who is part- white and Asian with-
out voicing solidarity with Native Hawaiians, they are participating in acts 
of erasure. As explained  later in this chapter, hapa is a term that has been 
appropriated from Hawaiians by Asian Americans, who neglect to trace its 
origins as a Hawaiian concept that was used to delegitimize Hawaiian land 
claims through a rhe toric of biological racism and the vanishing Native 
(Hawaiian).

Far from being a pure space, Oceania is also a vexed space, and our  people 
are heavi ly regulated by colonial governments. For instance, Pacific Island-
ers hold varying po liti cal and citizenship statuses, especially in the United 
States. Native Hawaiians have US citizenship, as do Chamorros and the 
inhabitants of Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas, 
whereas American Sāmoans are nationals. While mi grants from US Trust 
Territories of the Republic of the Marshall Islands, the Federated States of 
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Micronesia, and the Republic of Belau are allowed to move to and work 
freely in the United States, they do not have citizenship and often face dif-
ficulties acquiring crucial ser vices such as healthcare, which many sorely 
need as a result of the ongoing health issues caused by the environmental 
degradation connected to radioactive contamination left by the US military, 
which dropped sixty- seven nuclear test bombs near their islands from 1946 
to 1958. And fi nally, mi grants from Tonga, Fiji, Aotearoa, or Papua New 
Guinea have no official historical or po liti cal relationship to the United 
States, yet they have been profoundly impacted by the ongoing colonization 
of the Pacific in which the United States and other Western nation- states play 
critical parts. As Vicente Diaz explains, we must remember too, although 
the entire Pacific has been affected by the presence of “Western powers,” the 
Indigenous socie ties of the Pacific precede and  will exceed American po liti-
cal and cultural presence (Diaz 2004, 185).

Such reminders of the power ful connections that have been and continue 
to be made among Indigenous Pacific Islanders are impor tant particularly 
 because our communities are at times in conflict. Though the designations 
Polynesia, Micronesia, and Melanesia  were imposed by Eu ro pean explor-
ers and by no means form the only mode of understanding Pacific regions 
and connections, many Polynesians in par tic u lar have internalized the 
Eu ro pean idea that Polynesians are the most “civilized” group of Indig-
enous Pacific  peoples. As Maile Arvin writes elsewhere, Polynesians have 
been constructed in Western social scientific knowledge as being in close 
proximity to whiteness, in ways that naturalize not only the presence of 
white settlers in Polynesia but also the structure of white supremacy and 
its attendant anti- Blackness (Arvin 2013). Unfortunately, in Hawai‘i  today, 
 there are recurrent bouts of anti- Micronesian sentiment on the part of 
Native Hawaiians who see Micronesians as undeserving of jobs and wel-
fare  because they are foreign (Lyons and Tengan 2015). In another vein, 
perhaps specifically  because of the ways that anti- Blackness against 
Melanesians (who in Eu ro pean racial discourses have been constructed as 
“Black”) has been naturalized, it has only been in the recent de cade that we 
see stronger po liti cal organ izing across the Indigenous Pacific to  free West 
Papuans from a violent Indonesian occupation. Groups including Oceania 
Interrupted in Auckland have led inspiring actions to raise awareness and 
question Polynesian silence and complicity in regard to West Papua (Oce-
ania Interrupted 2014).  These kinds of complications, which focus on the 
real relationships and conflicts among Indigenous  peoples in the Pacific, are 
too rarely considered  because the scholarship and popu lar repre sen ta tion 
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is so scarce, and what does exist largely focuses on relationships between 
Indigenous  peoples and settlers. Yet it is clear that  there is much work left 
to be done not only to decolonize each of our individual  peoples’ homelands 
but also to decolonize the ways we have all also internalized anti- Blackness, 
white supremacy, and other colonial ideologies.

In addition, as Pacific Islanders, our legitimacy as “scholars” in Western 
academia is extremely limited, although historically our cultures apparently 
had a  great deal to teach the West about  human be hav ior.  There are not 
many Indigenous Pacific Islanders who are able to write and publish about 
ourselves and our communities. Academia can feel like a soul- crushing 
compromise that forces us into a market- driven publishing environment or 
encourages us to write in a style that isolates many of the communities that 
give us life. For many of us, the urgencies of daily life and po liti cal strug gle 
are too  great to ignore. Our presence in curriculums is thus scant, relegated 
to a day on most syllabi, and most commonly in the form of Haunani- Kay 
Trask’s “Lovely Hula Hands.” While that pioneering article itself remains 
an impor tant critique of the tourism industry in Hawai‘i and the broader 
Pacific—or in a sense, any space where fantasies of “the Native” and para-
dise maintain colonial imaginaries of “the other” and an “elsewhere” that 
provides freedom or at the very least respite—we encourage readers to look 
deeper, as we explain at the end of this chapter.

 Actual Pacific Island  people have a minor (yet growing) presence in aca-
demia as producers and subjects, but to be viewed as capable we must con-
tend with Western grids of intelligibility. We encourage you to look to  those 
voices and to listen to our critiques. We strug gle to honor Indigenous and 
Western epistemes and ways of thinking si mul ta neously, learning to artic-
ulate our strug gles through a Western frame, all the while trying to dis-
rupt them (Jones, Herda, and Suaalii 2000, 11). We therefore advocate for 
an articulation (and expression) of Moana feminisms. Moana feminisms are 
preeminently a commitment to a decolonization of the entire Pacific that 
refuses to privilege recognition or inclusion through the nation- state, pri-
oritizes culturally based solutions, yet can still be suspect of hypernation-
alisms within our own community, which can perpetuate exclusionary 
forms of belonging among ourselves.

This position may be at odds with Asian American feminist positions 
that do seek recognition from or greater inclusion in the state. However, as 
Grace Hong has shown,  Women of Color feminisms have long fostered cri-
tiques of “the state as a site of vio lence, not resolution” (2006, xvi). Moana 
feminisms may resonate with Asian American feminists who are interested 
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in critiquing US imperialism; yet it is also crucial that potential Asian Amer-
ican feminist allies to Moana feminists also acknowledge the differences 
and potential conflicts between  these positions. As Hong (2006, xix) has 
argued through analy sis of what she terms “co ali tion through difference” 
in  Women of Color feminisms, co ali tion and community formation are 
dependent on the recognition of difference and conflict. For Asian Ameri-
can feminists, Moana feminisms may require a deeper reckoning with the 
ways the Pacific Islands are so often left out of “trans- Pacific” or “Asia- 
Pacific” analyses, or the common identification of Hawai‘i with Asian 
Americans rather than Native Hawaiians. Overall, we are speaking from 
our specific positions as Kanaka Maoli  women dedicated to a trans- Oceanic 
articulation of connectivity and a politic rooted/routed in our culture and 
po liti cal expressions. We write not to represent the monolith of Pacific 
voices, but instead to offer a series of recommendations for Asian Ameri-
can studies to integrate into its teaching and analy sis.

1. ACKNOWLEDGE THAT YOU ARE ON INDIGENOUS LAND

Our first recommendation for Asian American feminisms is to acknowl-
edge that you are on Indigenous lands, wherever you are. We reject the API 
label as a settler- colonial construct that subsumes Pacific Islander cultures 
and histories. Lumping in Pacific Islander with Asian erases our indigene-
ity. We hope that this chapter can forge a space of understanding and alli-
ance between Pacific Islanders and Asian Americans. This alliance requires 
both groups to recognize indigeneity and accountability to the Native  people 
in  every place. Acknowledge that imperialism, war, cap i tal ist expansion, and 
settler colonialism facilitated the transnational movement of Asians. The 
intention is not to erase  these diff er ent motivations for migration, but to 
acknowledge how a system of white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, cap i tal ist 
development, and ongoing colonialism and racism functions through a 
structure that rewards Asians for civic participation and cultural assimila-
tion while ignoring the genocide and slavery upon which their aspirations 
for inclusion depend. We call for Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders to 
make a concerted effort to build alliances and solidarity with the Indige-
nous  peoples of the lands on which you live. In the article “Decolonization 
Is Not a Meta phor,” Eve Tuck and Wayne Yang explain that decolonization 
is often invoked in social justice circles and “progressive” curriculums to 
encourage a kind of critical consciousness, but it is actually a “settler move 
to innocence”  because it also is a way to relieve the settler of “feelings of 
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guilt or responsibility, and conceal the need to give up land or power or priv-
ilege” (2012, 21). You cannot invoke “decolonization” on stolen land that 
you have yet to acknowledge you are a settler on.

We push Asian American feminists to hear this call from Native studies 
to take seriously the critiques of settler colonialism and its implementation 
in the Amer i cas and the Pacific. Use of the term settler colonialism rather 
than colonialism or imperialism has emerged to describe the ways settlers 
normalize their presence on Native lands, by eliminating the Native through 
a pro cess that Patrick Wolfe (2006) calls “the logic of elimination.” It is not 
a passing theoretical and activist trend; an understanding of settler colo-
nialism is critical to the way we discuss life. Haunani- Kay Trask has long 
insisted on recognizing Hawai‘i as a settler colony, writing that this means 
that “Hawai‘i is a society in which the indigenous culture and  people have 
been murdered, suppressed or marginalized for the benefit of settlers who 
now dominate our islands” (1999, 25). She argues that settler colonialism 
“has as one of its goals, the obliteration rather than the incorporation of 
indigenous  peoples” (26). As a result, Indigenous  peoples’ daily strug gles for 
sovereignty and decolonization must be understood “not as a strug gle for 
civil rights but a strug gle against our planned disappearance” (26). Wolfe 
similarly argues that settler colonialism requires the elimination of Natives, 
which should be understood as a structure that produces the conditions of 
settler presence on the land to replace Native  peoples (Wolfe 2006, 402).

We recognize the vulnerability racialized mi grants face, which Asian 
American studies has articulated, but we encourage a more in- depth theo-
rization of our connections and differences, as a means to build broader 
solidarities among us. Iyko Day elaborates that you cannot use the same 
blanket of willful immigration as you do for white settlers or Asian mi grants 
to the United States who faced restrictions  until 1965. From “aliens ineli-
gible for citizenship” to “ enemy aliens” to the vulnerability undocumented 
and guest- worker populations face  today, race certainly conditions status 
(Day 2015, 107). Asian Americans have been racialized and assimilated in a 
way that erases Indigenous claims, which has been critical to the settler proj-
ect. By understanding how this pro cess has impacted Natives as well as 
Asian Americans, we can, as Dean Saranillio (2013) discusses, assem ble 
histories intersectionally, so that they can be understood and articulated 
without eclipsing each other’s complexities.

The anthology Asian Settler Colonialism in Hawai‘i (2008) makes an 
exceptional case for acknowledging the overlapping histories of displace-
ment, dispossession, racism, and cap i tal ist expansion that undergird the 
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forms of oppression we enact on one another in the name of aspiring to 
Western forms of success. While this book focuses on the po liti cal context 
of Hawai‘i, it has wider applicability to the contiguous United States and 
across the Pacific, where Asian settler populations are growing, particularly 
on Guam, the Northern Marianas, and “American” Sāmoa. Settler colonial-
ism in Hawai‘i is enacted by a multiethnic population, a legacy of multiple 
generations with roots in plantation  labor immigration primarily from Asia, 
which has given rise to a so- called local culture that overlaps with Kanaka 
Maoli culture in precarious ways. The term local is used in Hawai‘i to dif-
ferentiate between Hawai‘i- born residents and newcomers. This was and 
continues to be a way for “local” Asian settlers and Kānaka Maoli to sepa-
rate themselves from whiteness. Haole (i.e., white)  people born and raised 
in the islands are technically “local,” but haole identification as such is 
highly contextual. “Local” is po liti cally linked most obviously to the leg-
acy of land dispossession and owner ship in the islands, where its history 
was and continues to be most blatantly played out in plantation and tourist 
economies. The discourse of “local” identity in Hawai‘i is upset through 
Asian settler- colonial critique, which contends that certain Asian settlers 
have colluded with haole  people and are also to blame for the disempower-
ment and displacement of the Kanaka Maoli  people (Saranillio 2009; Fuji-
kane and Okamura 2008).

Hawai‘i’s “local” po liti cal history is widely understood as a liberal 
demo cratic revolution that involved working- class (primarily Asian) over-
throw of a white po liti cal and business oligarchy in the mid-  to late twenti-
eth  century. The Demo cratic Party came to power through an alliance 
with  labor, long associated with local descendants of Asian plantation 
workers. Their victory is touted as inaugurating a litany of progressive 
reform in Hawai‘i and the United States. This was  later heralded as proof 
of Hawai‘i’s exceptionalism as a multicultural state, to form what Fujikane 
and Okamura have described critically as “harmonious multiculturalism” 
(2008). Asian settlers in Hawai‘i achieved po liti cal and economic “suc-
cess,” ascending into local government positions, employment outside the 
plantation system, educational success, and business. Hawai‘i has histori-
cally been hailed as an international model of harmony, often invoking the 
image of the melting pot, where the mixing of ethnicities and cultures 
has produced a model of how the intermingling of  peoples is not only 
pos si ble but successful (Okamura 2008). And yet, only some Asian set-
tlers  were able to “make it”— namely the Japa nese in Hawai‘i— while 
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Filipinos, alongside Kānaka Maoli and other Pacific Islanders, have not 
experienced similar success (Okamura 2008).

The suppression of Pacific Islanders is part and parcel of an Asian set-
tler success story that obscures the differences in the cultural and po liti cal 
histories of Asian mi grants and the material conditions of life in Hawai‘i, 
particularly on the plantations. Asian diligence, however, is only pos si ble 
 because of the “spirit of aloha,” which is crucial to any narrative of multi-
culturalism in Hawai‘i, where Hawaiian culture is believed to naturally and 
happily incorporate all cultures. The po liti cal environment in Hawai‘i obvi-
ously differs from the demographic context of the continental United 
States, where Asian Americans face racism and pressure to adhere to the 
model- minority myth. It is the responsibility of Asian Americans on the 
continent to question  whether their longing for Hawai‘i—as a tropical par-
adise or an Asian American space where they are  free from racism— 
participates in the erasure of Native Hawaiians’ historical and ongoing 
strug gle against settler colonialism in their homeland. It is through the 
invocation of a supposedly welcoming Hawaiian culture that settler colo-
nialism and its po liti cal apparatus can continue to be concealed.

Since the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1893, Native Hawai-
ians have actively resisted American colonialism and attempts at cultural 
genocide. Efforts to federally recognize the Kanaka Maoli  people like a 
Native American tribe have been consistent since the early 1990s as a result 
of the “Apology Bill” in 1993 issued by President Bill Clinton, a bill that apol-
ogized for the United States’ role in the illegal overthrow of the Hawaiian 
Kingdom, thus opening the door to a federal pro cess to recognize Native 
Hawaiians as an Indigenous group with claims to self- determination. The 
“Apology Bill,” however, is only a resolution, and resolutions are not laws. 
Thus, while it opened up a conversation about some form of redress for the 
injustices done to Native Hawaiians, it’s just a statement that does not guar-
antee anything or give back one inch of land. Public apologies, like forms 
of reconciliation or recognition pro cesses, operate as neoliberal efforts to 
“move forward” from the damage wrought by settler states (allegedly in the 
past), but do  little to assist Indigenous  peoples living in the pres ent.

 There are many opinions in the Hawaiian community about federal rec-
ognition versus in de pen dence. It is beyond the scope of this essay to detail 
the varying positions. Nonetheless, we urge Asian American feminists to 
learn more regarding the multiple ideas about what “sovereignty” means to 
Native Hawaiians, rather than, as we have sometimes observed, declaring 



st e ph a n i e noh e l a n i  t ev e s a n d m a i l e a rv i n118

that the sovereignty movement is a conflicted, divisive quagmire that 
Asian Americans  will never be able to understand (one starting place is 
Goodyear- Ka‘ōpua, Hussey, and Wright 2014). In brief, the “Akaka Bill,” 
named  after US senator Daniel Akaka, became a rallying point for many 
in the Kanaka Maoli community who view federal recognition or a “nation 
within a nation” structure as necessary to protect Hawaiian entitlement 
programs as well as a strategy to rebuild our communities and combat 
our ongoing colonization. Pro- Independence activists and scholars have 
warned that growing federal and state support for Hawaiian recognition 
are indicative of the settler- colonial forces that seek to further incorporate 
Hawaiian indigeneity,  settle Hawaiian ceded land claims, and solidify mil-
itary control of Hawai‘i and the rest of the Pacific with a pivot  toward Asia. 
While federal recognition would grant Kānaka Maoli specific rights as 
a  domestic dependent nation  under US federal jurisdiction, allowing 
us to form our own government as well as providing a number of other 
protections, it would si mul ta neously obfuscate Kanaka Maoli rights to 
self- determination  under the International Declaration on the Rights 
of Indigenous  Peoples. Over the past de cade, many Kānaka Maoli have 
become critical of federal recognition, preferring to think of Hawai‘i—
as it is framed by  legal scholars and activists—as illegally occupied by the 
US military. Extinguishing Hawaiian in de pen dence claims through the 
recognition pro cess coincides with efforts to articulate certain forms of 
Hawaiian culture that do not challenge settler colonialism and can be easily 
accommodated.

American colonialism has had its tentacles in the Pacific since the early 
nineteenth  century, which can most notably be observed in Hawai‘i, Guam, 
the Northern Marianas, and American Sāmoa. Excluding Hawai‘i, the latter 
all remain on the UN list of non- self- governing territories, which means that 
they have the possibility of undergoing a decolonization pro cess. Votes 
on decolonization have been held in American Sāmoa, Guam, and the 
Northern Marianas. In the case of Hawai‘i, the statehood vote in 1959, which 
was hailed as a moment of Asian American civic participation and po liti-
cal power (while many Native Hawaiians chose not to vote at all), has since 
been revealed as a moment when the  actual pro cess of the vote  violated UN 
decolonization protocols by not listing in de pen dence or decolonization as 
an option on the ballot. Rather, the statehood ballot presented voters with 
the option to remain a territory or to “join the  union” and become a state. 
The statehood vote is celebrated as a moment of Asian American po liti cal 
ascension, but it was made pos si ble through a settler desire for inclusion in 
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an American racial paradigm that marked Hawai‘i and its largely Asiatic 
population as a threat and liability. This move to assert Asian American-
ness occurred at the expense of Hawaiians.

In order for this not to extend in the  future, we call for Asian Ameri-
cans to interrogate their po liti cal positions and aspirations for inclusion. As 
scholars of settler colonialism have noted, for settler colonialism to be 
denaturalized, we must analyze how it operates not only in social or po liti-
cal spaces but in the very definitions and experiences of subjectivity (Mor-
gensen 2011, 16). If settler colonialism is understood as a structure, to 
“unsettle” it, we must work on multiple levels of civic and private life to cri-
tique it and transform the way settlers and Natives interact with one 
another, within and across communities. It must be remembered that set-
tler colonialism operates in such a way that cultural difference can be hon-
ored, even celebrated, all the while ignoring that indigeneity is not just a 
cultural difference but a po liti cal difference,  because Indigenous  peoples 
represent the prior and, in many cases, ongoing presence of an Indigenous 
nation. When you celebrate Indigenous culture but not Indigenous sover-
eignty, you are purposefully ignoring the active po liti cal claims that Indig-
enous  people have  under the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
 People and on their own terms. Beyond thinking about Asian American 
claims to the Pacific, we push for Asian Americans to look to the commu-
nities in which they are situated and to encourage active connection and 
solidarity with Indigenous  peoples where they live. This requires partner-
ing with, standing with, and supporting Indigenous nations, which are so 
often overlooked in American society and politics.

2. STOP USING TERMS LIKE “ASIAN PACIFIC  WOMEN”

“Asia- Pacific” is most associated with the “Asia- Pacific Rim,” a catchall that 
invokes the Pacific Islands, often without addressing them, and attaches its 
 peoples to “Asia” or “Asian.” Arif Dirlik cautioned using “Asia- Pacific” 
 because it is rooted in the “overdeterminations in mutual histories of Ori-
ental and Occidental colonial desires and anx i eties, recharged by late global 
capital” (Diaz 2004, 186). When used in Asian American studies it presumes 
an affinity and connection among Asian American and Pacific Islander 
 women, one that, in most instances, does not exist. Grouping us together 
does not serve a defined po liti cal goal  because oftentimes islander  women 
are a numerical minority in  these spaces and our issues and would-be goals 
are not allowed space to develop or be discussed.
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“Pacific Islander” and “Pacific  Women” are diverse categories that also 
do not easily fit with “Asian Pacific  Women” or within the “ Women of 
Color” category often used in po liti cal organ izing in the United States. 
Pacific  women occupy varied po liti cal statuses across the Pacific and the 
terms of our identification as “American.” We straddle immigrant and 
Indigenous statuses, depending on our story of migration or US occupa-
tion of our lands.  Because of our small numbers, we are frequently unable 
to find a place in which we fit in a feminist narrative. Like other Native and 
 Women of Color feminists, we face scrutiny from our community when we 
name ourselves “feminists,” and we carry the burden of educating  people 
about our varied histories and issues. One of the issues we most commonly 
confront as Pacific Islander  women is that so much has been written about 
our islands, our cultures, our genders, and our sexualities that any expres-
sion we make individually or collectively must always respond to that imag-
ery. Similarly, Sāmoans, Tongans, and Chamorros have to constantly 
explain that they are Pacific Islanders but not Native Hawaiian. Asian 
Americans from Hawai‘i have to explain that they are not Native Hawai-
ian. Native Hawaiians have to explain that not all Pacific Islanders or Asian 
Americans are from Hawai‘i or have a connection to it. The  labor of undo-
ing takes time, and it is exhausting to constantly have to educate Asian 
Americans about our strug gles in an exchange that always feels one- sided. 
 These exchanges usually put us in the position of sharing our culture to be 
included or to “create understanding” in an already crowded list of “Asian 
Pacific American” communities and concerns.

Lisa Kahale‘ole Hall astutely argues in her essay “Which of  These  Things 
Is Not Like the Other: Hawaiians and Other Pacific Islanders Are Not Asian 
Americans, and All Pacific Islanders Are Not Hawaiian” (2015, 727–28) that 
“the pan- ethnic, pan- national category of ‘Asian American’ masks enor-
mous cultural, historical, and demographic differences between diff er ent 
Asian groups in the United States in the ser vice of creating a sociopo liti cal 
entity that is intelligible within the racial schema of the United States.” We 
won der, what was the utility of adding the P when the API was created for 
statistical purposes and  there are no P  there? If the P is  there, how do we 
combat the idea that the P always feels like an add-on that has no po liti cal 
weight but is merely a gesture to be inclusive? Asian American scholars must 
do the work to engage Pacific Island studies as a reputable field of study if 
they are to include the P at all. Inclusion, as many have argued, is predi-
cated on a cap i tal ist and statist model of inclusion that incorporates com-
munities and  peoples through an additive logic that serves the politics of 
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equity. The tokenism of including the P operates like an asterisk in the 
API category that loses our indigeneity in the pan- ethnic Asian American 
immigrant master narrative. Thus, API assimilates our Indigenous sover-
eignty and ways of knowing, and implies an  imagined equal footing 
between Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders as immigrants, not Indig-
enous  peoples (Tuck and Yang 2012, 23). As Kēhaulani Kauanui (2005, 
129) has noted,  there might be more commonality between Sāmoans and 
African Americans  because of their similar racialization, or Hawaiians 
with American Indians  because of the way that they are legislated by the 
federal government, or Chamorros with Chicanos  because of the legacies 
of Spanish colonization.

More specifically,  there is often an assumption that the PI is covered if 
Filipinos and/or Filipino Americans are included. This par tic u lar form of 
tokenism is unjust to both Pacific Islanders and Filipinos. Filipino Ameri-
cans often suffer from specific forms of racism that place them in a hierar-
chy below other Asian American groups that seem to fit the model- minority 
ste reo type. Further, some Filipinos are Indigenous, with strong ties to Indig-
enous cultures and politics.  These are issues that deserve to be, and are 
being, addressed in Asian American studies, but they are not exactly the 
same as the issues faced by Pacific Islanders from Oceania. Both Filipino 
and Indigenous Pacific Islander issues deserve to be addressed in all their 
fullness and complexity, each in its own right, rather than collapsing them 
or only including them to prove that the PI in any API event or organ ization 
is covered. The histories and cultures of the Indigenous Pacific are vast, 
overlapping, and not reducible to the “Asia Pacific,” so please delve deeper.

3. RECOGNIZE HULA AS REVERED KNOWLEDGE,  
NOT EXOTIC EXERCISE

Within Hawai‘i, across the US continent, and indeed in parts of Asia, espe-
cially Japan, and even in Mexico, hula can be learned. Hula prac ti tion ers 
come from all backgrounds and with many diff er ent motivations. Depend-
ing on the context, this could mean that someone is interested in getting a 
workout (akin to a Zumba class), visited Hawai‘i once and is interested in 
reconnecting to that experience, is drawn to what they believe hula repre-
sents, or is genuinely interested in becoming a hula practitioner. Often, it 
might be a combination of  these motivations without much thought to the 
activity. On the US continent, hula practice is varied, especially beyond the 
West Coast, where hula easily transforms into colonial spectacle whereby 
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the audiences have only colonial imaginaries to connect the dance to any 
kind of memory or experience.

In many cases, Asian Americans on the continent dance hula for the 
varying reasons cited above. We want to push Asian Americans (and our-
selves) to acknowledge that hula practice is always subject to the colonial 
gaze, which continues to use its vision to justify the exoticization and belit-
tlement of Hawaiian and by extension Pacific cultures. Every one who 
dances hula must deeply examine their reasons for  doing so. Seeking an 
exotic experience, or looking for some kind of paradisial, tropical magic to 
rub off on you, is not a justifiable reason. The pervasive image of the hula 
girl as known through popu lar culture and Hawai‘i’s tourism industry has 
long commodified and cheapened Hawaiian culture and made Native 
Hawaiians subject to the white, male, heterosexual gaze in particularly vio-
lent ways. You simply cannot be an ally to Native Hawaiian  women if you 
seek to play that version of the hula girl.

We know  these prob lems intimately  because we both dance hula, in Ore-
gon and California, respectively. We are relative beginners in hula. We dance 
with other Hawaiian  women as well as white, Black, and Asian American 
 women, and we genuinely enjoy their com pany. We also know that what 
brought us to hula and the difficulties we had in getting  there are  shaped in 
distinct ways by our identity as Hawaiians. For example, getting ourselves 
into the hula hālau required relinquishing guilt over not being “good 
Hawaiians” who already danced and spoke Hawaiian language. It required 
us to negotiate and resist the ways that the colonial image of the hula girl is 
always overlaid onto  actual female hula dancers. We step into the hālau 
 every week negotiating all of  these complexities, and we do so  because 
of a love for our ancestors and a desire to strengthen our knowledge. 
When  people participate in hula, they should honor it as a practice that 
is rooted in a long- standing tradition that perpetuates Hawaiian culture 
and knowledge— whether in private or public performance—in what ever 
form the practice itself is taking. As Sharon Mahealani Rowe explains:

Hula is a moving encyclopedia inscribed into the sinews and postures of 
dancers’ bodies. It carries forward the social and natu ral history, the reli-
gious beliefs, the philosophy, the lit er a ture, and the scientific knowledge 
of the Hawaiian  people. It is, therefore, more than the dance form of a 
par tic u lar Polynesian  people, more than swaying hips and talking hands, 
more than competitions, vacation entertainment, or a weekly workout 
routine.  Because the story of native Hawaiians is an ongoing one, hula is 
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impor tant in the living pres ent, and  because that history and its politics 
are still very much evolving and revolving around unresolved questions, 
it is impor tant to understand hula as a vital, creative art form and a lived 
experience that preserves a culture’s values, continually forming and 
reforming identity in and through movement. (Rowe 2008, 31–32)

Hula is a site of knowledge. Haumana (students) of all backgrounds 
should approach it as a way of knowing, not just of movement, and acknowl-
edge that it is an epistemology that has persisted and continues to transform 
 because of Indigenous innovation. Hula haumana, like allies, should, in the 
words of Arvin, Tuck, and Morrill (2013, 21), “thoughtfully reflect on the 
specifics of why and what they are interested in” when becoming students 
of hula.  People should look deeper into the motivations of why they dance 
hula. I have heard haumana of all levels explain that they find it beautiful 
and fulfilling, that they went to learn about Hawaiian culture, or that its 
“fun” and a way for them to connect with another culture. As Rowe explains 
above, hula extends beyond  these seeming surface desires and represents an 
“idealized body of the Hawaiian  people” and thus carries significant po liti-
cal weight for many Hawaiians  whether they practice it or not. Hula per for-
mance is connected to the global movement of Hawaiian imagery that has 
been exploited in the name of colonialism and commerce. Rowe also theo-
rizes that when  people are drawn to the ancient hula, or hula kahiko,  people 
are seeking a historical continuity with the past  because they desire a con-
nection with “authenticity,” but the popularization of that desire is the very 
 thing that has disconnected it from authenticity (Rowe 2008, 40).

We are not saying that only Native Hawaiians should be able to dance 
hula. As many in de pen dence advocates note  today, the Hawaiian Kingdom 
was multiracial and  will be in the  future. We are pointing out that hula often 
means something diff er ent to Native Hawaiians, who have experienced 
generational losses of culture and knowledge due to ongoing colonialism. 
Hula does not have to mean the same  thing to every one who dances it, but 
 there does need to be an acknowl edgment of how dancers may be differ-
ently positioned and a commitment by all to honor hula as a rigorous and 
beloved form of Hawaiian knowledge, not simply a neutral dance form.

4. DO NOT JUST INVITE US TO DANCE

We encourage Asian Americans to think about how to do the work of 
addressing Pacific Islander concerns. Pacific Islanders are put in a bind when 
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we seek inclusion—we have to reckon with “API”  because that is often where 
the resources are— but this  imagined affinity between us leaves Pacific 
Islanders in a position of constantly educating Asian Americans regarding 
our plight. We call for a more robust commitment from Asian American 
communities to educate themselves about our issues, beyond the po liti cal 
context of Hawai‘i.

Asian Americans continue to hold onto their self- identification as API 
as a way to connect to Hawai‘i, but the P (Pacific) often falls out, neglecting 
to create space for Fijian, Tongan, or Chamorros in their midst. In Oregon, 
Lani has had interactions with many Sāmoan, Chamorro, and Tongan col-
lege students who joined “Hawai‘i Club” or attempted to take part in Asian 
American organ izations to account for the P, only to be marginalized and 
feel out of place. Universities should hire Pacific Islander student special-
ists or academic advisers who work solely with Pacific Islander students and 
not with Asian American students. At some schools, we have both met 
Pacific Islander students who find more comfort in Native American spaces, 
 because of a strong sense of a shared Indigenous experience. However, not 
all students know that  there are multiple places they can go, and not all 
Native American student ser vices staff are prepared to welcome Pacific 
Islander students too. Often, Pacific Islander student experience is one of 
not knowing where they fit in, so they choose not to engage.

This is something that goes largely unchecked  because of the small num-
bers of Pacific Islanders in higher education as a result of lack of access. 
Also Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (NHOPI) students are often 
not disaggregated from API, making Pacific Islanders even harder to track. 
Still, they are increasingly entering college. Thirty- eight  percent of Pacific 
Islander college- age youth are in college, but this is a statistic well below 
the national average (Empowering Pacific Islander Communities and Asian 
Americans Advancing Justice 2014, 5). The rise of Polynesian superstar foot-
ball players (usually it is only Polynesians)—as proud as they make us— 
fails to tell the story of their kin who strug gle working multiple jobs while 
 going to school. The Polynesian football star is a ste reo type that also pro-
duces opportunities. We know men of color in par tic u lar are exploited for 
their athletic talent, having their time monopolized by training rather than 
used for educational or social justice activities that might enhance aware-
ness of their par tic u lar status on and off the field or court (Uperesa 2014).

 There is a problematic ongoing conflation of Pacific Islander symbols 
within Asian American organ izations who appropriate Hawaiian iconog-
raphy to celebrate Asian Pacific Heritage Month. Normally it is Native 
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Hawaiians that they want to make space for. Pacific Islanders are always 
invited to dance at Asian American (Pacific Islander) events, to share our 
food, to tell our migration stories. Many universities and colleges feature 
an annual “Lu‘au” often or ga nized by a Hawai‘i Club, which is usually a 
group of students from Hawai‘i, a mixture of Asian American, Native 
Hawaiian, and sometimes a few Pacific Islander students who want to share 
and nurture their connections to home, most often Hawai‘i.  These events 
tend to involve some aspect of per for mance, usually hula, and food— lots 
of  great wonderful food! Some Pacific Islander students on the continent 
have expressed comfort and belonging in Hawai‘i Club. They talk about 
learning to dance hula as one of their few opportunities to connect to their 
indigeneity on the continent in a way that is celebrated by  people at large. 
But, upon reflection, many have expressed sadness and frustration at not 
having their own space to discuss issues pertinent to their identities within 
and outside Pacific Islander communities. Lani has met  these students at 
community events, where they explain how, in an attempt to make a Pacific- 
focused major, they took courses in anthropology where they learned a 
 great deal about Pacific Islander archaeology and culture from Western per-
spectives but nothing about con temporary politics in the Pacific or the 
experiences of Pacific Islanders living in the diaspora in the United States 
and beyond.

Our intention is not to totally dismiss the efforts of Asian American stud-
ies or student groups and po liti cal organ izations who are earnestly trying 
to “include” or “reach out” to Pacific Islanders.  There are certainly many 
Asian American scholars and community members who want to create 
space for Pacific Islanders to make sure that they are being inclusive of our 
diverse cultures and history. This rarely turns into a discussion of the differ-
ences between Pacific Islanders and Asian Americans. We ask that  people 
think more critically about  these practices and spaces and find innovative 
ways to insert learning and cultural pre sen ta tions. For example, through the 
mentorship of Kanaka Maoli scholar- activist Kehaulani Vaughn, last year 
the Pacific Islander Student Association at the University of California, Riv-
erside put on a per for mance night that went beyond simply providing Pacific 
Islander dances for entertainment. The PISA students carefully framed each 
dance performed by themselves and other invited dance groups from South-
ern California, providing the audience with historical and po liti cal informa-
tion about the vari ous  peoples to whom  these dances belonged. The history 
and pres ent of colonialism and imperialism in Guam, Hawai‘i, Sāmoa, and 
other Pacific Island nations  were centered and contextualized, so that the 
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audience left thinking about what current po liti cal strug gles Chamorros, 
Kānaka Maoli, Sāmoans, Tongans, and  others (notably in West Papua) are 
facing. This is an excellent example of how to encourage responsible allyship 
in audiences who may come to a per for mance expecting only to be enter-
tained with a hula. Vaughn’s (in this case, volunteer) work reflects the 
success and necessity of Pacific Islander staffing and programming. We 
advocate for more hiring of Pacific Islander– focused staff and faculty to 
assist students and to support the growth of Pacific Island studies.

5. RECONSIDER YOUR USE OF HAPA

The use of hapa (or “Hapa,” as some Asian American activists have hoped 
to distinguish it) as an identity by multiracial Asian Americans participates 
in the erasure of Native Hawaiians and the ongoing colonial expropriation 
of all  things Hawaiian (Arvin 2013). Hapa is a Hawaiian language word lit-
erally meaning “part.” As ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui has written, Kānaka 
Maoli began to use hapa in the late 1800s to signify Kānaka Maoli who also 
had genealogies linking them to haole (white), pake (Chinese), kepani (Japa-
nese), and other immigrant groups to Hawai‘i (ho‘omanawanui 2012). 
Most often used in the phrase hapa haole, which often connoted a higher 
class status, ho‘omanawanui persuasively argues that Kanaka Maoli usage 
of hapa was not pejorative but rather a way of expanding notions of 
Hawaiian- ness that  were not dependent on Western ideas about race 
(ho‘omanawanui 2012). Hapa was a way of making a space for and includ-
ing as Kanaka Maoli the many Kānaka Maoli who had multiracial back-
grounds, not about setting them apart (Ledward 2007).

Despite the fact that Kānaka Maoli continue to use hapa in this man-
ner, Western racial ideas have crept in and shape how non- Hawaiians, and 
Asian Americans in par tic u lar, view hapa. Though hapa literally means 
“part,” many  people take hapa to mean “half,” which indicates a more spe-
cific racial blood percentage. While half may be used in a colloquial sense 
to indicate biracial parentage among Asian Americans, being “half” Hawai-
ian is actually a distinct  legal status for Native Hawaiians due to the 
Hawaiian Homes Commission Act of 1920. As Kauanui has detailed, this 
act sought to limit the number of Native Hawaiians eligible to lease home-
steads, small plots of land deemed undesirable by plantations, by requiring 
eligible leaseholders to demonstrate that they  were “of not less than one- 
half part blood” (Kauanui 2008). As with formations of blood quantum laws 
in other Indigenous contexts, the 50   percent blood requirement for 
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Hawaiian Homes was designed to be a kind of statistical genocide. Native 
Hawaiians with less than 50   percent blood  were assumed to be already 
assimilating into American Territorial norms, and  those with more than 
50  percent would learn how to assimilate by paying rent on their homesteads 
and living in smaller nuclear  family  house holds (Kauanui 2008). Not far in 
the  future, territorial officials and social scientists projected,  there would 
be no Native Hawaiians who could meet the eligibility requirement  because 
it was assumed that a new, racially mixed “neo- Hawaiian” race was form-
ing in Hawai‘i at this time (Arvin 2013). That new race would comprise mul-
ticultural American citizens, rather than a  people associated with the 
former Hawaiian Kingdom.

Thus, it is not only that Asian Americans are appropriating a Hawaiian 
language term that has had a specific meaning for Native Hawaiians, but 
that the Asian American valorization of hapa (even if unwittingly) partici-
pates in constructing Hawai‘i as a cheery, mixed- race, American melting 
pot. That melting pot ideal, propagated by sociologist Romanzo Adams and 
many popu lar repre sen ta tions of Hawai‘i for a tourist audience, is a settler- 
colonial ideal (Arvin 2013). It has long covered up long- standing virulent 
racism— sometimes using the very language of anti- Black racism— that 
Native Hawaiians, Filipinos, Micronesians, and  others face in Hawai‘i. 
Asian American usage of hapa as a positive mixed- race identity thus erases 
the fact that Hawai‘i and Native Hawaiians in par tic u lar are positioned 
quite differently in regard to discourses of racial mixture. Mainstream dis-
courses of racial mixture have long helped structure a settler- colonial ide-
ology that Native Hawaiians (through racial mixing with Asian and white 
settler populations) are destined to die out or assimilate.

Many Native Hawaiians have made such critiques, since at least the 1990s, 
when Asian Americans began identifying as hapa. Yet many Asian Ameri-
cans see no prob lem in continuing to use the term. Throughout the 1990s 
and especially in the early 2000s, Hyphen, a magazine geared  toward the 
Asian American community, had numerous stories and even special issues 
on hapa identity, often detached from any discussion of the po liti cal con-
text of the use of the term or where it comes from. In 2007,  there was a spe-
cial “Hybrid” issue focused on the “contentious issue of hapa,” where 
multiple articles detailed diff er ent perspectives on the use of the term. One 
article in par tic u lar described a longer history of hapa and advocated aban-
doning it. In the comments section many  people came to the defense of 
using hapa  because to dispense with it would continue to “divide” the Asian 
American and Pacific Islander communities. They argued further that the 
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term hapa came out of Hawaiians intermarrying with Asians, so it is okay 
for Asians to use it (even if not in a Hawaiian context) and that hapa is not 
a pure traditional precolonial Hawaiian term (see, e.g., Mok 2007). Many 
 people continue to feel a sort of pride in the use of hapa  because it marks a 
mixed identity that can be validating to some, but again, is  there a better 
way to honor one’s heritage without appropriating another? The constant 
holding onto hapa represents yet another example of Asian American insis-
tence on claiming Hawaiian (and Pacific) concepts  because it represents a 
theoretical desired other that is exoticized in dominant American culture 
(but is not a threat). The ongoing use of hapa is a subtle tool of settler 
colonialism.

As Wei Ming Dariotis (2007) has written, “I hate to say this, but ‘Hapa’ 
has  great mouth feel as a word,  until the bad taste of Native Hawaiian 
oppression slips in.” While many mixed- race Asian Americans continue to 
use hapa in problematic ways, several scholars and activists, including Dar-
iotis, have publicly grappled with the prob lem and sought diff er ent ways to 
identify their communities.  There is no easy answer, and we recognize that, 
as Dariotis notes, it is hard and even upsetting to consider giving up an iden-
tity that fi nally felt empowering. Yet, that empowerment should not come 
at the cost of furthering US amnesia about past and ongoing US settler col-
onization of Hawai‘i. As Asian American mixed- race activist and scholar 
Sharon Chang has written, “We need to recognize that attempts to erase 
Native Hawaiians have been happening for a long time, that attempts per-
sist  today on purpose, and that using the word Hapa without (a) having any 
Native Hawaiian ancestry, or (b) any awareness of its history and signifi-
cance, may make us complicit with white- dominant- colonial agendas which 
have maneuvered to wipe away and wipe out indigenous  peoples for prac-
tically ever” (Chang 2014). Even if mixed- race Asian Americans continue to 
use hapa, we ask that they not rush to explain away this tension but continue 
to reflect on it and the possibilities of building real solidarity with Native 
Hawaiian  people.

6. EXPAND NATIVE HAWAIIAN AND  
PACIFIC ISLANDER CURRICULA

In our experience, Asian American studies classes, when they address 
Hawai‘i or the Pacific Islands at all, do so by assigning one of three texts: 
Pau Hana by Ronald Takaki, Cane Fires by Gary Okihiro, or Haunani- Kay 
Trask’s essay “Lovely Hula Hands.” The first two are about the Asian 
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immigrant experience on Hawai‘i’s plantations, and each essentially erases 
the presence of Native Hawaiians by noting early on that Native Hawaiians 
did not  really participate in the plantation economy. By contrast, Haunani- 
Kay Trask is a beloved, impor tant Native Hawaiian scholar whose founda-
tional writings and activism have inspired many to challenge settler 
colonialism in Hawai‘i. Yet, her essay “Lovely Hula Hands” often becomes 
the token piece of writing assigned about Hawai‘i in Asian American stud-
ies courses, and it is usually taught without placing it in the wider contexts 
of con temporary Native Hawaiian scholarship and activism and Pacific 
Islander issues more broadly.  Today,  there is no excuse for failing to assign 
more Native Hawaiian scholarship, given the richness of the growing num-
ber of works on Hawaiian history and politics. Below we note only a few of 
the expansive possibilities for readings focused on Hawai‘i and the Pacific 
Islands that we hope Asian American studies and other ethnic studies 
courses may consider integrating into their curriculum.

In relation to Hawai‘i, an impor tant curricular shift is to begin not with 
the histories of Asian plantation  labor in Hawai‘i but with the history (and 
ongoing pres ent) of settler colonialism, especially examining the overthrow 
of the Hawaiian Kingdom in 1893 and the region’s subsequent annexation 
as a US territory in 1898. Noenoe Silva’s writings in Aloha Betrayed explain 
how the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom was actively contested by the 
Kanaka Maoli  people and that the so- called natu ral American presence in 
Hawai‘i is based on a pernicious myth that no one resisted the overthrow. 
In her analy sis of the “Kū‘ē Petitions” and the work of po liti cal groups in 
the late nineteenth  century, she provides a detailed account of how power 
influences the way  people think about Hawai‘i, focusing on the willful 
denial of history by white historians who did not bother to consult Hawai-
ian language archives (Silva 2004). Read alongside “Lovely Hula Hands” or 
the entire book From a Native  Daughter, Silva’s work does more than make 
 people think about the history of Hawaiian re sis tance; it also situates that 
history in a con temporary strug gle that impacts Hawaiian  women in par-
tic u lar ways, as we are often attacked by the settler community (and even 
our own) when we act in ways that defy the hula ste reo type. We become 
subject to charges of being inauthentic or acting “against aloha,” which is 
 really a gloss for “Be quiet and get back in your place.”2

Indeed, curricula should not limit the treatment of settler colonialism 
in Hawai‘i and Kanaka Maoli re sis tance to the past, but rather should engage 
with con temporary scholarship and activism that describe the fullness and 
complexities of Kanaka Maoli lives  today. One  great text to start with is the 
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recent anthology A Nation Rising: Hawaiian Movements for Life, Land, and 
Sovereignty, which showcases many of the multifaceted recent activist move-
ments in Hawai‘i, from efforts to protect land to revitalizing language and 
culture (Goodyear- Ka‘ōpua, Hussey, and Wright 2014). Another significant 
work is ku‘ualoha ho‘omanawanui’s Voices of Fire: Reweaving the Literary 
Lei of Pele and Hi‘iaka (2014), which describes the robust history and 
pres ent of what she theorizes as a Kanaka Maoli literary nationalism 
through in- depth readings of historical and con temporary mo‘olelo (sto-
ries, histories, narratives) about the Kanaka Maoli goddesses/ancestors Pele 
and Hi‘iaka. Another  great resource is Kalaniopua Young’s recent essay 
“From a Native Trans  Daughter: Carceral Refusal, Settler Colonialism, Re- 
routing the Roots of an Indigenous Abolitionist Imaginary” (2015), which is 
easily taught alongside Haunani- Kay Trask’s From a Native  Daughter, which 
it takes off from. Sharing her own experience of incarceration and diaspora, 
Young powerfully addresses the specificities of how heteropatriarchy, trans-
phobia, and settler colonialism intersect for transgender and/or māhū Native 
Hawaiians in the prison industrial complex, highlighting why prison aboli-
tion is essential to decolonization.3

Our expertise is rooted largely in Hawai‘i, but we also find it impor tant 
to make connections across Pacific contexts and, especially in US institu-
tions, to not let Hawai‘i stand in for the rest of the distinct, complex Pacific 
Islands and  peoples. As Teresia Teaiwa (2016) has noted, in Pacific studies, 
it is “impossible to know every thing about the 1200 distinct cultural groups 
among 7–10 million  people living in and around the world’s largest and old-
est ocean, in some of the world’s most vulnerable and precious ecosys-
tems.” Yet many recent works examine the intersections of Native Hawaiian 
and other Asian American and Pacific Islander communities in Hawai‘i and 
the larger Pacific. Asian American studies curriculum should attempt to 
make similar connections and to frame Native Hawaiian and Pacific 
Islander issues within  these broader contexts and structures that affect 
many communities, if in diff er ent ways, including settler colonialism, impe-
rialism, the military- industrial complex, tourism, religion, and more. For 
example, Vernadette Vicuña Gonzalez’s Securing Paradise: Tourism and 
Militarism in Hawai‘i and the Philippines (2013) demonstrates how Ameri-
can settler- colonial and imperial structures of tourism and militarism have 
been deeply intertwined in similar ways in both Hawai‘i and the Philip-
pines. Rather than equating  these two colonial experiences or identities, 
Gonzalez engages Asian settler colonialism as an impor tant framework and 
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demonstrates how the colonization of Indigenous  people in Hawai‘i and the 
Philippines has been linked through similar US policies and industries. 
Hokulani Aikau’s A Chosen  People, a Promised Land: Mormonism and Race 
in Hawai‘i (2012) shows how Sāmoan, Tongan, Hawaiian, and other Pacific 
Islander communities have engaged with Mormonism as a way of making 
trans- Indigenous connections and pursuing decolonization in unlikely 
settings, such as the popu lar tourist destination the Polynesian Cultural 
Center.

We are building on a breadth of scholarship that came before us, and we 
are thrilled to be in such power ful com pany. Most recently American Quar
terly had a special issue, “Pacific Currents,” dedicated to interrogating the 
place of Pacific Island studies within American studies. The special issue 
featured scholars who are cited throughout this chapter, as well as newer 
voices—us, Tiara Naputi, Brandy Nālani McDougall, Craig Santos Perez, 
Joyce Pualani Warren, Kealani Cook, and  others. Beyond this special issue, 
 there are a growing number of Pacific Islander scholars; we encourage read-
ers to seek them out and engage with them. Besides expanding Asian 
American studies curricula, we push departments and universities to 
dedicate entire courses to Pacific Islander studies that are not just 
anthropological in scope. A course on Pacific Islander studies  will boost 
students’ understanding of the role of colonialism in American history 
and its con temporary manifestations.  These courses need permanent 
faculty and student support ser vices.

We recognize that it may seem impractical to push for increased staff-
ing and courses when academic  labor and minoritarian critiques are increas-
ingly  under attack, but ethnic studies has emerged as a movement for 
social justice, and it  will not go quietly even as administrators across the 
country attempt to suppress the legacy of its critiques. The recent protests 
at San Francisco State University against proposed bud get cuts to the iconic 
College of Ethnic Studies have engaged a new crop of student activists who 
refuse to be silenced. In a statement posted online, the Pacific Islanders’ 
Club demanded that the College of Ethnic Studies offer Pacific Islander 
studies courses and that faculty separate from Asian American studies. 
Despite being one of the fastest- growing ethnic groups in the country, 
Pacific Islanders continue to be an afterthought in curricula, and as we have 
discussed throughout this chapter, students often lack support on campus.

The Pacific Islanders’ Club statement goes on to explain that Pacific 
Islander students are marginalized within ethnic studies, impacting the 
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overall success of Pacific Islander students and the broader community 
(Pacific Islanders Club 2016). They astutely write, “We are more than a week 
in an Asian American studies course, and our histories are as rich and deep 
as the ocean from which we come from.” Invoking the Moana, the students 
place themselves in a longer history of Pacific epistemologies and naviga-
tion. Rather than accept the status quo, they prioritize self- definition and 
self- determination, akin to the words of Hau‘ofa (2008): “We must not allow 
anyone to belittle us again and take away our freedom.” We continue to be 
inspired by  these students; we end with their words  because their protests 
allow scholars like us to do the work we do.

Despite our frustration with the API grouping, we are hopeful that 
 these growing conversations  will enhance our ability to listen and build 
with one another. A recent example evokes some hope as well as pointing 
to some work that remains to be done on the part of Asian Americans 
seeking to be substantially in co ali tion with Pacific Islanders. In 2015, the 
movie Aloha premiered, starring Emma Stone, a white actress, playing a 
mixed- race Chinese and Native Hawaiian character. Many Asian Ameri-
can writers circulated critiques of the film focused on how inappropriate it 
was to whitewash an Asian American character by casting Emma Stone 
instead of an Asian American actress. However, as we wrote with our col-
lective Hinemoana of Turtle Island (2015) on the muliwai blog, very few of 
 these critiques acknowledged that the character was supposed to be part 
Native Hawaiian, and that the movie overall rehashed long- standing cin-
ematic tropes about Hawai‘i as a romantic vacation paradise for white 
 people, erasing the fact that Hawai‘i continues to be an occupied settler 
colony of the United States. Shockingly, some critiques by Asian American 
writers did not even seem to understand that Native Hawaiians and Pacific 
Islanders are racially distinct from Asian Americans (e.g., Lee 2015).

Nonetheless, two pieces by Asian American feminist authors did 
acknowledge the erasure of Native Hawaiians as distinct from Asian Amer-
icans. In response to the overwhelming focus on non- Asian American 
casting, Sharon Chang (2015) noted in her blog Multiracial Asian Families, 
“I’m deeply invested in exploring the facets of a mixed- race Asian identity 
and looking at the many questions it raises in a raced/racist world. But I am 
not interested in a conversation about that identity which moves  towards 
anti- indigeneity.” Similarly, Julie Feng (2015), writing for the magazine The 
Body Is Not an Apology, squarely challenged Asian American critics for eras-
ing earlier Native Hawaiian responses to the movie, urging them that even 



De c ol on i z i ng A PI 133

as she too desires better Asian American repre sen ta tion in Hollywood, 
“it  can’t happen at the expense of someone  else’s marginalization. Non- 
indigenous Asian Americans have to recognize complicity in our roles as 
settlers.” Such responses are encouraging, and it is hard to imagine them 
existing in prior years, when Pacific Islanders  were even more unseen and 
unheard of. They suggest what might be pos si ble when Asian American 
feminists recognize that Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders are diff er-
ent in significant ways, and that Asian American moves to empower their 
own communities sometimes risk furthering the mainstream erasure of 
Pacific Islanders and our distinct concerns.

We have argued that for API to be more than simply a government- 
imposed reporting designation,  there must be, as Hong has noted in her 
analy sis of  Women of Color feminisms, a co ali tion built through real rec-
ognition of the differences and conflicts between Asian American and 
Pacific Islander communities.  There is much that Moana feminists and 
Asian American feminists have in common. We share simultaneous strug-
gles against US imperialism and settler colonialism, white supremacy, and 
the expectations that our communities  will simply “assimilate” into 
whiteness— all structures that are deeply gendered and thus wreak vio lence 
on Asian American and Pacific Islander  women in par tic u lar ways. We also 
share analogous strug gles within our own communities to decenter heter-
opatriarchy and anti- Blackness in the many ways that we have internalized 
such ideals. But the call we have put out in this essay is clear. To advance 
our impor tant common work, Asian American feminists must recognize 
and change the ways they participate in Pacific Islander erasure and cul-
tural appropriation, and commit to being our allies in decolonization. We 
look forward to the possibilities such change  will enable for all of us.

NOTES

1 Throughout this chapter, we alternate between Native Hawaiian and Kanaka Maoli to 
refer to any person descended from the Indigenous  people inhabiting the  Hawaiian 
Islands before 1778. Kānaka Maoli with the macron over the a is the plural of 
Kanaka Maoli.

2 Other impor tant works that examine the history of settler colonialism in Hawai‘i 
and Kanaka Maoli agency and/or re sis tance include (this is by no means a compre-
hensive list, only a starting point) David Chang’s The World and All the  Things upon 
It: Native Hawaiian Geographies of Exploration (2016), Marie Alohalani Brown’s Fac
ing the Spears of Change: The Life and Legacy of John Papa Ī‘ī (2016), 
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Kamanamaikalani Beamer’s No Mākou Ka Mana: Liberating the Nation (2014), 
Keanu Sai’s Ua Mau Ke Ea: Sovereignty Endures: An Overview of the Po liti cal and 
 Legal History of the Hawaiian Islands (2013), Sydney Iaukea’s The Queen and I: A 
Story of Dispossessions and Reconnections in Hawai‘i (2011), Jonathan Osorio’s Dis
membering Lāhui: A History of the Hawaiian Nation to 1887 (2002), Kanalu Terry 
Young’s Rethinking the Native Hawaiian Past (1998), and Lilikālā Kame‘eleihiwa’s 
Native Land and Foreign Desires: A History of Land Tenure Change in Hawai‘i from 
Traditional Times  until the 1848 Māhele (1992).

3 Other works focusing on con temporary Native Hawaiian issues include (but are not 
limited to) Brandy Nālani McDougall’s Finding Meaning: Kaona and Con temporary 
Hawaiian Lit er a ture (2016), The Value of Hawai‘i, Vol. 2: Ancestral Roots, Oceanic 
Visions (2014), Noelani Goodyear- Kā‘opua’s The Seeds We Planted: Portraits of a 
Native Hawaiian Charter School (2013), and Ty Tengan’s Native Men Remade: Gender 
and Nation in Con temporary Hawai‘i (2008).
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CHAPTER 6

BECOMING RESTIVE

Orientations in Asian American  
Feminist Theory and Praxis

tamsin kimoto

Like many  people living in the United States, I have lived 
my entire life on Indigenous land and have rarely thought seriously about 
what it means to make a home on stolen land. When asked where home is 
for me, I respond that my home is Honolulu, regardless of where I happen 
to live at the time. Indeed, I often remark to friends that Hawai‘i is one of 
the few places where I feel totally comfortable in my skin. While I have 
always refused the term when  people refer to me as Hawaiian, I have fre-
quently used Hawaiian words to describe myself and my racial identity in 
par tic u lar: hapa, as a term often used by multiracial and mixed- race  people 
with some Asian descent, felt right for many years of my life as a way of 
naming my racial identity. However, J. Kēhaulani Kauanui (2008) prob-
lematizes such a use by placing the term in its historical context as having 
specifically emerged to name persons of mixed Hawaiian, or Kanaka Maoli, 
descent rather than anyone of mixed Asian or Pacific Islander descent. 
While words can and do change over time, Indigenous languages have 
often been transformed or even eliminated as part of settler- colonial proj-
ects of displacement and erasure (cf. Zepeda and Hill 1991). In the case of 
Hawai‘i, Noenoe Silva (2004) traces how colonizers deployed the Hawai-
ian language to erase Kanaka Maoli ways of life even as it was used to resist 
 these efforts. Learning  these histories required a shift in how I understood 
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myself in relation to the sense of home that Hawai‘i has always evoked. 
This is an ongoing pro cess.

This chapter begins from  these moments of recognizing ways in which 
we contribute to ongoing settler- colonial proj ects. I want, in par tic u lar, to 
think about how we, as Asian American feminist theorists, might develop 
theories that do not elide our role in the theft of Indigenous land, the erasure 
of Indigenous cultures, or the outright genocide of Indigenous  peoples. This 
requires a way of thinking that allows us to be restive in our orientation.1 As 
a word, restive has two contradictory meanings. On the one hand, it means a 
willful desire to move from where one is. On the other hand, it is a stubborn 
insistence on remaining where one is. A restive orientation to our theory 
and praxis allows Asian American feminists to theorize our own liberation 
in ways that also attend to our investments in settler- colonial proj ects. To 
develop this orientation, I begin by elaborating the notion of being ori-
ented and how our specific orientations as Asian Americans in and  toward 
white heteropatriarchy2 allow for unique possibilities of disorienting and 
re orienting ourselves. From  there, I consider restiveness as a refusal to 
move by thinking through the dynamics of silence and solidarity. The final 
part of this chapter takes up restiveness as a refusal to stay in place by 
problematizing the language of home. In the latter two sections especially, 
I contextualize my account specifically within Hawai‘i  because of its high 
Asian American population, the strug gles of the Kānaka Maoli, and the 
potential therein for Asian American feminists to work for liberation along-
side Indigenous  peoples.

 TOWARD A RESTIVE ORIENTATION

In this section, I begin to develop the notion of a restive orientation to think 
through how Asian American feminist theory might approach co ali tional 
praxis with other  Women of Color feminists. While I explic itly try in other 
sections of this chapter to think Asian American feminist theory in rela-
tion to Indigenous feminisms, my discussion in this section is more gen-
eral. Audre Lorde writes of the need for co ali tional thinking among  Women 
of Color feminists in terms of a reciprocal re spect for differences and rec-
ognition of how we might contribute to one another’s oppressions: “The 
threat of difference has been no less blinding to  people of Color. . . .  The need 
for unity is often misnamed as a need for homogeneity” (Lorde 1984, 119). 
Further, she notes that we have much to learn from one another’s anger and 
“the truths between us” (127–28). This orientation to differences and to the 
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overlaps and divergences between us informs the attention to co ali tion that 
one finds in the work of  Women of Color feminists.

Similarly, Andrea Smith (2006) has argued that addressing white suprem-
acy requires recognizing and challenging three pillars that produce vari ous 
racializations of  people of color in the United States: Genocide, Slavery, and 
Orientalism.3 The final of  these pillars, which she also defines in terms of 
war, holds that one of the enduring features of how Asian Americans, Arab 
Americans, and Latin Americans are positioned in the United States is as 
always having ties to other nations.

While  there might be some truth to this type of grouping  under a sin-
gular pillar, careful parsing of  these ethnic and racial groupings demon-
strates the tenuousness of  these connections. For example, tracing Arab 
American histories requires grappling with a presumed relation to Islam, 
and the parsing of “good” and “bad” Muslims, through the turning point 
of 9/11 in tracing a shift from the relative invisibility of Arab Americans to 
their hypervisibility in light of the “War on Terror” (Naber 2008, 4).4 No 
singular event similarly dominates the discourse on Asian Americans, and 
the specific histories evoked in the deployment of terrorism as a concept 
in the con temporary racializations of Arab Americans are crucial  because 
of the way they shape the visibility of  those they name. Similarly, the spe-
cific histories of Latinx  people in the United States, which include the 
movement of borders across  people as well as  people across borders and, 
with the exception of Brazilian  people, an assumed relation to a single lan-
guage, Spanish, even as local dialects transform it, demonstrate a very dif-
fer ent kind of presumed foreignness between Latin Americans and Asian 
Americans in the United States. Furthermore, the language of the “illegal” 
has come to dominate current discussions of Latinx  people in po liti cal dis-
course in the United States, and  there does not seem to be such a singular 
term that circulates around Asian Americans. Wars on drugs or “illegals,” 
the “bad hombres” of the current po liti cal moment, or ga nize much of the 
US po liti cal discourse around Latinx  people.

 There is, then, a multiplicity implicitly at work in the specific and plural 
racializations of Asian Americans. This is not to deny the multiplicities 
involved in  actual Arab American and Latin American racial formations, 
but it is to point to the failure of  either white heteropatriarchal politics or 
Asian American activists to coalesce around a par tic u lar issue as a vital les-
son for Asian American feminist theory. This lack of coherence is precisely 
 because of the vari ous racial histories embedded in Asian Amer i ca. We can 
trace this back through the history of Asian Amer i ca, marked by a variety 
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of legislative and executive actions and the blatant notions of yellow peril 
that undergird much of our cultural histories (cf. Tchen and Yeats 2014). 
However, yellow peril is an effective concept precisely  because of its epis-
temic weakness; it names nothing other than a vague threat of invasion or 
cultural domination. Yellow peril, at most, names a kind of unruliness, and 
it does so through only partial inclusion of who we might think of as count-
ing  under the umbrella of Asian American.

Falguni Sheth (2009, 69) describes the unruly by drawing on the notion 
of strangeness and argues that “strangeness implies a certain primordial 
fear, which for centuries has appeared to require that certain ‘house cleaning’ 
strategies must be employed to eliminate or manage the strangeness.” While 
the category of Asian American has its origins in activist movements as a 
way of generating solidarity among Asian Americans and with other  people 
of color, the term now often serves to reduce complexity and elide entire 
histories and differences within the category itself. Indeed, viewed in this 
way, the entire category of Asian American is somewhat arbitrary, intended 
in some way to capture the multiplicity of  peoples with ancestors originat-
ing in Asia and certain parts of the Pacific who seem united, other than by 
this geo graph i cal genealogy, only by our affinity with strangeness.5 “Asian 
American,” then, has become a way to contain an unruly population and 
designate the potential for social threat or failure to assimilate properly. In 
part  because we are perceived as necessarily possessing foreign ties or as in 
some way entrenched in Eastern traditions, Asian Americans experience 
incredible pressures to assimilate into US (read: white) cultural norms (Lowe 
1996; Zhou and Xiong 2005).

We might argue that the model minority myth organizes Asian Amer-
i ca into a coherent racial formation. The model minority myth names the 
pervasive cultural belief that Asian Americans become “successful” in the 
United States by performing well on educational and socioeconomic axes 
and not making trou ble. Due to the prevalence and pervasiveness of the 
model minority myth, Asian Americans are often made invisible or silenced 
as a genuine racial minority group in the United States; this myth contin-
ues to make it difficult for Asian American students and scholars to articu-
late the specific nature of oppression in educational institutions and fails 
to note the wide disparity, on average, between members of vari ous sub-
groups, such as Hmong or Filipino Americans, within the umbrella of Asian 
American (Wing 2007). The economic valence of the model- minority myth 
is especially impor tant for understanding how Asian Amer i ca is positioned 
relative to whiteness. Cheryl Harris (1993) traces the history of whiteness 



ta msi n k i moto142

in relation to property law to show how whiteness doubles as a right to 
owner ship and as something that is owned. This economic vision of racial 
privilege and personhood is implicit in the narratives of bootstrapping that 
undergird the model- minority myth: through hard work at school and at a 
job, one can integrate into US society and move up the social ladder to posi-
tions that effectively mirror  those of one’s white counter parts. Indeed, the 
myth of Asian and Asian American success is so prevalent that white nation-
alists often overestimate our repre sen ta tion among the ranks of economic 
elites; in a November 2016 article for Vanity Fair aptly titled “Steve Bannon’s 
Racist Comments about Silicon Valley Are also Wildly Inaccurate,” Maya 
Kosof discusses Bannon’s claim that most tech companies, between two- 
thirds and three- quarters, are led by an Asian or Asian American CEO.

The model- minority myth, then, has quite a bit of reach, and it certainly 
affects how one is perceived as an Asian American in the United States, but 
this does not seem to be quite the same as how antiterrorism and anti- 
immigration rhe toric and policies materially impact Arab American and 
Latin American communities in the United States. Flattening  these mate-
rial realities into a single pillar curtails the po liti cal and critical force of our 
vari ous re sis tances by homogenizing them. Homogenization of difference 
can make our differing, even competing, goals and investments unclear and 
makes co ali tion building all the more difficult. If, as Lorde insists, co ali-
tion depends on recognizing the truths between us, then co ali tion is only 
pos si ble insofar as we develop and retain clear understandings of how it is 
that we are oriented  toward one another  under conditions of white heter-
opatriarchy. Smith’s pillar of Orientalism, then, risks distortion by assum-
ing too readily that a single term is adequate to the vari ous histories and 
politics that she hopes to name.

We need, therefore, to attend to the ways we are informed by living  under 
white heteropatriarchy. Being informed means, of course, what kinds of 
truths we learn about ourselves and  others, but it also means the ways we 
are formed as a  matter of thinking how it is that we are constituted as sub-
jects.  These dual meanings point to how we are turned away from our own 
histories and the histories of  others through po liti cal and epistemic prac-
tices of distortion. Returning to the framing of Orientalism, with critical 
attention to the risk of distortion, can provide a helpful starting point for 
thinking about restiveness as an orientation to theory and politics. Sara 
Ahmed (2006, 120–21) reads the notion of orientation through the lens of 
Orientalism as a kind of world- facing through which whiteness comes to 
be a starting point: “Whiteness becomes what is ‘ here,’ a line from which 
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the world unfolds.” This means that whiteness as concept rather than a 
bodily feature shapes how it is that objects are arranged in space relative to 
one another and how they are turned  toward or away from one another; we 
can think  here of Audre Lorde and the anger of  Women of Color feminism 
as a response to this orientation. If orientation literally refers to a way of 
being turned in space, then part of what an orientation does is call our atten-
tion to how the space and the objects occupying that space are positioned 
relative to one another and to ourselves. Certain objects appear more or less 
in reach, and the way they, or we, are turned can cause our apprehension of 
them to be warped or incomplete. Attending to the phenomenon of expe-
riencing  others or ourselves as “out of place”—as in the experience of being 
called to account for where we are  really from— allows us to understand how 
it is that objects come to occupy the positions they do as an effect of set-
tling into a space.

If whiteness is a  here in the sense of arranging racialized subjects, then 
it must also be understood as a  there in the sense of being an implicit and 
coercive goal  toward which nonwhite, racialized  others must strive. White-
ness is that  toward which we are oriented and the barometer by which we 
mea sure our own successes. In the white- black binary that often frames US 
understandings of race, this has often meant that Asian Americans are pit-
ted against Black Americans, such that Frank Chin (1974) writes that the 
regard many whites have for Asian Americans is due in large part to the 
fact that we are not Black. As Allison Roh Park (2016) argues, Asian Amer-
icans often seem like a fickle placeholder between poles of black and white 
 because we are both near to and held at a distance from whiteness. Indeed, 
depending on whom we happen to be talking about, one’s relative proxim-
ity to or distance from whiteness shifts dramatically. An investment in 
or an orientation to whiteness necessarily involves an assimilation into 
it, but this assimilation is always tacit and partial for Asian Americans 
(Kim 1999). For example, white nationalists might have romantic or 
friendly social relations with us, demonstrating a proximity to whiteness 
that other racialized groups lack, but we remain “slant eye imports” and 
therefore are held at a distance from whiteness.6  There is, then, a complexity 
involved in understanding the racialization of Asian Americans that is not 
quite captured in  these binary models, even as it remains vitally impor tant 
to understand how relatively privileged we tend to be in US race relations.

As a result of how Asian Americans are positioned, as si mul ta neously 
proximate to and distant from whiteness, we might then be particularly well 
situated to be disoriented and to disorient dominant racial hegemonies. By 
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disorientation, I refer to  those kinds of experiences that “make it difficult 
to know how to go on” (Harbin 2016, 13).  These involve the “uprooting of 
 whole systems of belief” in ways that challenge even the basic assumptions 
or implicit norms that or ga nize our daily lives (Harbin 2016, 79). The expe-
rience with which I opened this chapter might be one example of such a 
disorientation; by relearning hapa, a term I had used to make sense of my 
relation to whiteness, I was confronted, through its specifically Kanaka 
Maoli history, with the need to let the word go as something that helped 
me move through the world. Disorientation involves letting go of certain 
guideposts we have used to orient ourselves in relation to whiteness, but, as 
Harbin demonstrates, disorientations rarely tell us how to re orient ourselves 
to go on in a world that has suddenly become unfamiliar to us. This is pre-
cisely the point at which restiveness or a restive orientation becomes help-
ful for thinking through how Asian American feminist theory might orient 
itself.  Because restiveness as a term involves both the desire to move from 
one’s place and to remain in that place, restiveness entails an examination 
and unsettling of the place one is in: Where is it that one desires to stay? 
What works against one’s movement from that place? What demands that 
one move?

A restive orientation, then, is one that allows us to think in two direc-
tions si mul ta neously: to unsettle the place one is in while also remaining 
on the move  toward another place, and to remain in a certain place while 
unsettling that  toward which one is oriented. This might take a number of 
forms. Restiveness in orientation might entail acknowledging without elid-
ing the relative racial privilege of Asian Americans in the United States 
while si mul ta neously addressing the ways white heteropatriarchy specifi-
cally disadvantages Asian Americans. Restiveness might look like reartic-
ulating the  there of white heteropatriarchy so that we are oriented  toward 
Blackness rather than whiteness and asking seriously what it might mean 
to orient ourselves in this way without appropriating, assimilating, or over-
writing the lives and experiences of Black Americans. The restive orienta-
tion I elaborate in the remaining sections of this chapter grapples with what 
it means to insist on the place of Asian Americans in the United States and 
in co ali tion with other  Women of Color feminists if we refigure our rela-
tions to that place in relation to Indigenous  peoples— that is, an orientation 
to si mul ta neously thinking about ourselves as perpetual foreigners and as 
settler- colonizers. What ever the case, restiveness in orientation involves an 
inhabitation of failure— the failure to fit neatly into  either side of a white 
heteropatriarchal binary or to assimilate fully into white heteropatriarchy 
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or to do adequate justice to other  people of color— and an insistence on 
unruliness as a kind of being out of sync with hegemonic logics. This has 
the potential to subvert the model- minority myth by shifting our invest-
ments and the par ameters by which we judge ourselves as successful or 
not; such a shift requires an entire reconfiguration of the ways white het-
eropatriarchy currently orients our epistemic, economic, and po liti cal 
frameworks.7

RESTIVENESS AS STAYING IN PLACE

As an insistence on staying where one is, restiveness necessarily forces the 
question of where it is that one finds oneself. Shireen Roshanravan (2012) 
describes a practice of staying home as a way of addressing the whitewash-
ing thrust of globalizing feminisms; the move to the transnational is often 
a way of eliding the real politics and differences of  Women of Color femi-
nists in the United States, and staying at home would require US feminists 
to take  these seriously. Restiveness as an orientation for Asian American 
feminist theory might require a similar demand to stay at home as a way of 
refusing to move. This is not a refusal to move in the sense of remaining 
invested in the orientations of white heteropatriarchy. Instead, this is a 
refusal to make the move from unruliness to order involved in the assimi-
lation to white heteropatriarchal norms; put another way, the refusal to 
recede into the background is a way of staying at home. Invisibility is a com-
mon theme in Asian American studies (Yamada 1979; Sue et al. 2007; Wing 
2007). As a kind of invisibility, silence has played a crucial role in Asian 
American racial formations and histories. Patti Duncan (2004) traces mul-
tiple ways silence has been used to oppress Asian Americans and how 
Asian American  women writers, in par tic u lar, have been able to rework that 
silence for productive ends. However, the push to stay  silent, to not make 
trou ble, is also part of how Asian Americans have oriented themselves over 
generations to be positioned in ways that are relatively privileged in US 
racial dynamics. Staying at home, in the sense of challenging our epistemic 
frameworks as described by Roshanravan, might require staying with the 
par tic u lar forms of silence and invisibility in Asian Amer i ca.

One way this might work is through an attentiveness to the memory and 
history that silence shapes. Sara Ahmed (2006, 44) notes the spectral nature 
of histories that shape the surfaces of what appear even as they are concealed 
in this shaping. This invocation of the “specter” calls to mind Maxine Hong 
Kingston’s The  Woman Warrior and the multiple ghost stories that appear 
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throughout the text and frame Hong Kingston’s narrative. Jane Wong (2016) 
argues that ghost stories and themes of haunting recur throughout Asian 
American lit er a ture and figures her own work as a poet in this way. As a 
figure, the ghost calls the past to the pres ent and suggests that the past con-
tinues to materialize even as we move beyond it temporally. The ghost in 
the case of Asian American histories might be any number of  things: lega-
cies of Western colonialism and imperialism that displace entire popula-
tions, histories of policies of exclusion and internment, individual  family 
dramas and traumas, the rise and fall of geopo liti cal entities, and so on. The 
past continues to affect the pres ent and how we orient ourselves within it, 
and staying with silence would require thinking through what silence hides 
in our histories.

However, the ghost might also refer to the ways our silence has ill served 
our interests in the United States as well as the interests of Indigenous 
 peoples and other  people of color. In an interview describing her experi-
ences in professional philosophy, Emily Lee describes how prevailing under-
standings of Asian Americans as  silent, invisible, and passive affect how 
 others encounter her: “At times, it appears if I speak at all,  people immedi-
ately assume I’m aggressive” (Lee and Yancy 2015). The push to stay  silent 
and to avoid making trou ble leads, as Lee describes, to the expectation of 
silence, such that any speech outside the expected places— and especially 
dissenting speech— appears as an aggressive or violent act. This expectation 
of silence and invisibility is precisely what Mitsuye Yamada (1979) refers to 
in her call to recognize invisibility as unnatural and unnecessary and as 
something that we might end. As a strategy of resisting racism, invisibility 
has not worked precisely  because of the ways in which we are unable or not 
allowed to articulate how white heteropatriarchy affects Asian American 
communities. In this case, silence might also refer to the ways our speech, 
when we do speak, is often used to uphold white heteropatriarchy, as in the 
“tiger mom” narrative of how to raise successful  children.

Given that  these forms of silence have both isolated Asian Americans 
from other  people of color and allowed for par tic u lar Asian American expe-
riences to stand in for the  whole, staying home as part of a restive orienta-
tion necessitates amplifying unruliness and speaking in  those ways that 
appear at odds with the hegemonic arrangements of racial capital. If silence 
refers to both the refusal to speak up against white heteropatriarchal norms 
and speech that maintains  those norms, then Yamada’s call to end invisi-
bility might also be understood in terms of speaking in ways that confound 
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 these norms and draw on diff er ent conceptual registers— a kind of res-
tiveness in the sense of unsettling the place one is in. Of the many memes to 
emerge from the 2016 presidential elections and the subsequent inaugura-
tion of Donald Trump, perhaps one of the most poignant images was of an 
Asian American  woman at the inauguration wearing purple and raising 
both her hands into the air with  middle fin gers extended. Re sis tance Aun-
tie, as she was quickly dubbed, is power ful  because Asian American 
 people, especially  women, are typically absent or absented from depictions 
of po liti cal actions in the United States. Re sis tance Auntie is a power ful 
image for restiveness as staying in place precisely  because she demonstrates 
a clear refusal to get over the transparently violent realities of white heter-
opatriarchy or assimilate into them. Part of the reason staying in place while 
unsettling that place is a vital component of a restive orientation is  because 
it calls attention to what has been left unsaid or what kinds of histories might 
continue to haunt and orient us in the pres ent.

At the same time, staying in place requires attending to how it is that we 
come to occupy the physical spaces we do. In the United States, this neces-
sarily means confronting the realities of settler colonialism and our par-
ticipation in it. In the case of Hawai‘i, this means acknowledging the 
displacement of the Kānaka Maoli and the ongoing exploitation of Hawai-
ian land, and working to resist  these in solidarity with Native Hawaiian 
activists. In an article for the Honolulu Civil Beat titled “The Heart of a 
Hawaiian: We Are Mauna Kea,” Lani Cupchoy describes the history of 
development on the slopes of Mauna Kea, a volcano and Kanaka Maoli 
sacred site on the Big Island, and the movement to protect Mauna Kea from 
further development by outside interests. On social media, the hashtag 
#WeAreMaunaKea has been used to express solidarity with  those engaged 
in on- the- ground efforts defending Mauna Kea. The defenders and their 
supporters remain largely Kānaka Maoli, as Asian American residents of 
Hawai‘i have so often failed to support the efforts of the  people we helped 
displace (LaDuke 1999; Trask 1999). Asian Americans constitute the single 
largest racial group in Hawai‘i, and it is not difficult to believe that Asian 
American civic leaders and activists in Hawai‘i supporting We Are Mauna 
Kea would have a significant impact on efforts to protect the volcano. Sup-
port for  these efforts must be understood not only as support for another 
oppressed group  under white heteropatriarchy and cap i tal ist exploitation, 
but also as unsettling the places in which Asian Americans find themselves 
in the racial landscape of the United States. Restiveness about place means 
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placing Asian American concerns in concert with the resistant actions of 
Indigenous  peoples. This requires both an unsettling of place and a recon-
figuration of orientations away from whiteness.

RESTIVENESS AS STAYING ON THE MOVE

In the previous section, I described restiveness as the refusal to move, in 
terms of a kind of staying home that entailed grappling with the par tic u lar 
histories of Asian Amer i ca and, in par tic u lar, the trajectories of silence 
in our communities. As a way of unsettling that place, a restive orientation 
requires both resisting the specific ways white heteropatriarchy affects Asian 
American communities and acknowledging how our relative racial privi-
lege  under white heteropatriarchy has often been to the detriment of Indig-
enous  peoples. This latter concern brings to the fore especially a concern 
with our orientation  under conditions of white heteropatriarchy and capi-
talism, so I want to turn now to considering restiveness as a refusal to stay 
in place and an unsettling of where we are oriented. A refusal to stay in place 
is especially impor tant given the need to do justice to Indigenous  peoples. 
Kyle Powys Whyte (2016) describes the pres ent as his ancestors’ dystopia, a 
description that is jarring both  because of its obvious truth and  because it 
contrasts with how our own ancestors might have viewed immigrating to 
the United States. Indeed, the incorporation of Hawai‘i into the United 
States as a state, along with attendant rights that have undoubtedly served 
Asian American interests, has been quite costly for Native Hawaiians: “Full 
American citizenship, that is, full American ‘rights,’ thus accelerated the 
de- Hawaiianization begun with the theft of [their] government, lands, and 
language in the 1890s” (Trask 1999, 89). Unsettling our orientation  toward 
whiteness as Americanness begins with working against the destruction of 
Indigenous lands and cultures and acknowledging the pres ent as dystopia.

It is impor tant to acknowledge that Hawai‘i is a very par tic u lar place in 
the United States. It is one of the few places where  people of color outnumber 
white  people, and the influence of  these vari ous  peoples remains pres ent 
in the architecture, in cultural and social norms, and in vari ous homes, 
though at a rapidly diminishing level. In college, I remember learning that 
students who wanted to do an exchange program between my university 
in Arizona and a university in Hawai‘i  were required to attend study abroad 
orientations  because students on  these exchanges tended to experience 
Hawai‘i as a foreign space. Popu lar depictions of Hawai‘i rarely prepare 
white students for the real ity that, as white  people in Hawai‘i, they are not 
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in the majority. Sara Ahmed (2006) reminds us of the importance for any 
proj ect in orientation to think about how  those spaces in which we orient 
ourselves come to be and how objects within them are arranged. In the case 
of Hawai‘i,  there is a complex history to be told.8 With specific regard to it 
as a site of colonial occupation, the sugar industry plays a vital role; the early 
industry was defined by the development of plantations that put Native 
Hawaiians and Chinese immigrants into the fields for the profit of white 
men (Takaki 2009). Industrialization in Hawai‘i, then, has always been ori-
ented  toward whiteness. Over time, Asian Americans have come to occupy 
more prominent roles in Hawai‘i’s po liti cal and social landscape, but this 
has been largely pos si ble through the displacement of Native Hawaiians 
(Trask 1999; Kana‘iaupuni and Malone 2006). Asian American interests in 
Hawai‘i are oriented in ways that align with whiteness and against  those of 
Native Hawaiians. This is precisely the sort of  there that Asian American 
feminists  ought to put  under pressure through a refusal to stay in that 
alignment.

This orientation  toward whiteness is clear in the movement to preserve 
Mauna Kea and in the silence of Asian Americans in Hawai‘i regarding 
the volcano and other Kanaka Maoli strug gles. Recall that silence is both the 
absence of speech and speech in the ser vice of white heteropatriarchy. A 
consistent theme in Native American studies is critical discussion of the 
construction of Indigenous  peoples as not pres ent, frozen in time, or living 
somewhere  else that is not  here; Haunani- Kay Trask (1999, 126) draws our 
attention to the way  these constructions are part of the colonial proj ects of 
erasing and exploiting Native  peoples: “It is not merely that Hawaiians are 
institutionally powerless to decide how and  whether their  people and their 
cultural remains should be studied at all. It is that a  whole way of life, of 
being in and with the world, has been obliterated. The destiny that is left to 
Native  people then becomes an imposed life of never ending strug gle in a 
losing war.” One of the key sites of  these  battles is the ongoing fight to pre-
serve land. Winona LaDuke (2005) traces the histories of Indigenous cul-
tural movements and demonstrates how Native  peoples are actively engaged 
in proj ects of ongoing cultural transformation; the recovery of tradition is 
not a way of returning to a past but a way of moving  toward a diff er ent  future 
than the one promised by colonialism. Reworking our understandings of 
how  things are arranged— whiteness as  future and indigeneity as past— 
requires shifting our investments in white heteropatriarchy by refusing 
to stay in the places of relative privilege that we might be afforded. Res-
tiveness as an orientation to theorizing and po liti cal action for Asian 
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American feminists, then, means remaining on the move and evaluating 
our success or failure in strug gles for liberation by rearticulating the guid-
ing posts.

Returning to Shireen Roshanravan’s (2012) adaptation of Haunani- Kay 
Trask’s insistence that we stay home, I want to add  here that when we do 
stay home, in the sense of critically examining our epistemic assumptions 
and the gaps that elide  Women of Color feminists, we find the demand that 
we do not stay at home or in place. Staying at home entails also a refusal to 
remain where it is that one finds oneself at home. Home, as a space where 
we have spread out and find ourselves easily (Ahmed 2006), is also where 
we cannot stay  because life  under conditions of white heteropatriarchy ori-
ents us in the world in ways that we do not necessarily always fully com-
prehend. A proj ect of unsettling place requires, as any theory articulating 
a demand for justice  ought to, a dual orientation to staying in that place and 
moving away from it. As Trask’s demand shows, solidarity with Indigenous 
 peoples also requires recognizing that one may not be wanted  there or is 
unwelcome. In the case of Hawai‘i, not staying at home might literally mean 
leaving.

RESTIVE CO ALI TIONS

My goal in this chapter, rather than to advocate any specific po liti cal actions, 
has been to describe how Asian American feminist theory might orient itself 
in relation to Indigenous po liti cal re sis tance. As an orientation to theory, 
restiveness entails unruliness by embracing  those  things that are strange 
or unfamiliar to us and shifting our epistemic and po liti cal foundations. 
Restiveness begins in an acknowl edgment that we can neither remain where 
we are nor move  toward where we are headed, while also insisting that we 
stay right where we are and keep on the move. Restiveness is an approach 
to the unity without homogeneity that Audre Lorde (1984) insists is vital to 
liberate all of us. This is clear in the case of Asian American feminist the-
ory when we consider ourselves in relation to Indigenous  peoples, especially 
in the case of Hawai‘i. The demand to end Asian American invisibility 
(Yamada 1979) or silence, a desire to move from where one is while insist-
ing on the specificity of where we are, must be articulated in conjunction 
with a radical shift in how we orient ourselves and our proj ects in relation 
to justice for Indigenous  peoples. This is the hard work of co ali tion build-
ing that is key for both our theoretical and po liti cal proj ects.
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NOTES

1 I use the term restive largely as a result of listening to C. Riley Snorton elaborate the 
contradictory meanings of the term in talks drawn from his forthcoming book, 
Black on Both Sides: A Racial History of Trans Identity (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2017). At this time, it is difficult to say how my conceptual use of 
restiveness is related to Snorton’s, but I remain indebted to him for drawing the term 
to my attention.

2 Throughout this chapter, I use the phrase white heteropatriarchy as synonymous 
with white supremacy. I do so following the work of scholars who have argued that 
racism and heteropatriarchy work through logics and mechanisms that are mutually 
reinforcing and often identical. See Collins (2004), McWhorter (2009).

3 My reference to Smith  here, especially in the context of a chapter articulating the 
need to listen and respond to the demands of Indigenous  peoples, is fraught. A num-
ber of op- eds on Indian Country  Today have addressed claims that she has perpe-
trated a kind of fraud by claiming Cherokee ancestry when  there is no clear or 
consistent basis for that claim. If true,  these sorts of misleading claims reproduce 
and maintain logics of colonialism that have displaced, dispossessed, and disenfran-
chised Indigenous  peoples in the United States. My citation of her, then, should not 
be understood as an endorsement of her as a  Woman of Color feminist; rather, my 
interest in citing her is that she demonstrates a commonplace understanding of race 
that si mul ta neously acknowledges and flattens racial complexity by acknowledging 
diff er ent mechanisms of racialization while still maintaining a homogenizing space 
for racial  others. In Smith’s case, I argue that she has flattened very real and impor-
tant differences in the racialization of Asian Americans, Arab Americans, and Latin 
Americans in the United States.

4 What I mean to say  here is not that only Arab Americans are Muslims; rather, what 
is at stake in the politics of Islamophobia is the racialization of Muslims as Arab 
such that Arab American communities are often disproportionately affected by 
Islamophobic policies and attitudes.

5 Importantly, this category  ought not include all  people originating in the many 
islands in the Pacific Ocean. Pacific Islanders and Pacific Americans, while often 
lumped into a single demographic with Asians and Asian Americans, face signifi-
cantly diff er ent challenges and navigate very diff er ent histories and oppressions. For 
a discussion of the specificity of Pacific experiences and the need to avoid integrat-
ing them into the category of Asian American, see Kauanui 2005. Understanding 
Pacific Islanders and Pacific Americans as a distinct racial group, however, does not 
entail inattention to their specific histories and the role of Asians and Asian Ameri-
cans in perpetuating oppression. See Lani Teves and Maile Arvin’s chapter, “Decolo-
nizing API: Centering Indigenous Pacific Islander Feminism,” in this collection for 
an in- depth elaboration of why and how Asian American feminisms must account 
for Asian American settler- colonial erasures of Indigenous Pacific Islander  peoples, 
resources, experiences, and histories.

6 The “slant eye imports” reference comes from an article reporting on Jeffrey Dillon, 
who disrupted a protest in San Francisco. According to a Facebook comment by 
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Dillon, he is obviously not racist  because his wife is one of  these “imports” (cf. Fiona 
Lee, “Motorcyclist in Custody  after Allegedly Attempting to Run Over Trumpcare 
Protestors,” Hoodline, June 21, http:// hoodline . com / 2017 / 06 / motorcyclist - in - custody 
- after - allegedly - attempting - to - run - over - trumpcare - protestors).

7 Two key concerns emerge  here. First, despite my criticisms of Andrea Smith and my 
worries that the phrase Asian American obfuscates intra- Asian difference, I use 
Asian American throughout this chapter as though it named a singular or homoge-
nous racial experience. I want to be clear that I understand the term as one that is 
fraught and necessarily fails to capture the heterogeneity of Asian Americans even 
as it provides indexical utility by allowing us to quickly refer to a number of hetero-
geneous groups. Of course, its indexical use value is also precisely why we have to 
attend to how it is used and what its use obfuscates. Second, one might worry that 
I am proposing some version of a “middleman minority thesis” (Bonacich 1973) in 
my use of orientation in thinking about Asian American feminisms. This thesis 
addresses the economic phenomenon of ethnic minorities who occupy a middle- 
class position rather than the low- class positions one might expect of an ethnic 
minority and who are often, as might seem to be the case for Asian Americans, used 
as ways of legitimating unjust racial hierarchies such as white/Black disparities in 
the United States. My own use of a seeming “middleman” position, however, is not 
based in an account of economic class disparities. While economics and class are 
certainly relevant for a discussion of Asian Americans, my interest is in thinking 
about how we are specifically racialized as not fully in one place or another. Restive-
ness, as I develop it  here, depends on occupying an unstable position in racial hier-
archies. Another way of putting this is that I am thinking of Asian Americans as 
occupying a more dynamic and ambiguous position than the intermediate position-
ing implied by the middleman thesis. Intermediacy implies a kind of stable and reli-
able positioning between two poles.

8 Such a history is beyond the purposes of this chapter, but several of the sources I cite 
 here provide helpful starting points for an understanding of Hawaiian history. See 
especially Trask (1999), Silva (2004), Kauanui (2008).
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CHAPTER 7

NAVIGATING COLONIAL PITFALLS

Race, Citizenship, and the Politics of  
“South Asian Canadian” Feminism

sunera thobani

Following the deaths of two el derly South Asian 
 Canadian  women at the hands of their spouses in Surrey, British Colum-
bia, a local newspaper interviewed a prominent feminist activist in the 
community. Having worked in the antiviolence movement for a number of 
de cades, she offered the following observation: “Our men somehow or the 
other have never  really learned to control their anger and they  haven’t 
stopped thinking that a wife is something they own— a ‘ thing’ they own 
and not even a  human being.” She then went on to state, “So  every time 
anything happens, they get angry and it goes to this extent, which is  really 
surprising. I was also very surprised— two cases in our community about 
our se niors” (Mall 2014, 1–2).

Notable for their generalizations, the above comments also point to a self- 
depiction of what is now known as the “South Asian Canadian” commu-
nity that is informed by, and conforms to, the multicultural discourse that 
prevails in the country. Since the 1971 adoption of multiculturalism as state 
policy, state classificatory systems encapsulate diasporic South Asian com-
munities, like other communities of color in Canada, as “immigrant,” “vis-
i ble minority,” and “newcomer”; as such,  these communities have been 
constructed in the national imaginary as identifiable by the peculiarity and 
the confines of their “cultural” identity. Critics of multiculturalism have 
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pointed to the racial and gender politics or ga nized by this discourse, 
which, they argue, implicitly centers the whiteness of the nation to map 
the difference of the nation’s  Others. Firmly associated with  peoples of 
color, multiculturalism sustains their designation as perpetual cultural 
outsiders to the nation regardless of the  actual status of their citizenship. 
In contrast, the Euro- Canadian subject comes to embody the nation’s val-
ues and its identity.1 The interview with which I begin this chapter pro-
vides a glimpse into how deeply this official language of cultural difference 
permeates the con temporary politics of South Asian Canadian- ness and 
the dominant forms of feminist activism that have emerged within the 
communities thus defined.

It is notable that although the feminist activist quoted above expresses 
her surprise at the violent deaths of the two el derly  women, this does not 
deter her from reaching the conclusions she does about “our men,” “their” 
treatment of “their wives” as “ things,” and “their” murderous “anger.” Even 
when her own experience and knowledge of the community (“I was 
amazed”) ruptures the culturalist paradigm she draws upon, the narrative 
of a culturally sanctioned gendered misogyny is nevertheless invoked to 
suture the incongruence that she herself cannot overlook. Predictably 
enough, she goes on to advocate for more state funding for immigrant 
 women’s organ izations to fight vio lence against  women in their communi-
ties. It is also notable that the potential to undermine the culturalist narra-
tive is to be found in the media report itself.  After quoting the feminist, the 
reporter goes on to delineate a number of issues other than “culture” that 
are seen as relevant to the experiences of el derly  women within the com-
munity, which include social isolation, increased  house hold responsibili-
ties, financial abuse, and depression. Yet  these issues— which would help 
historicize and contextualize the material conditions that may have con-
tributed to the vio lence they suffered— were mentioned in passing; they 
did not shape the analytical frame.  These issues thus proved ineffectual in 
displacing the readily circulated— and accepted— culturalizing discourse 
as articulated by the South Asian feminist.

In this chapter, I unpack the complexities of the politics associated with 
the category South Asian Canadian/American, a proj ect made all the more 
urgent by the feminist politics that are grounded in this term. Having 
acquired considerable currency in the pres ent moment, Asian Canadian, 
like the related category immigrant, is a contested term. The same, of course, 
can be said of South Asian Canadian, along with its nomenclature, which 
includes among its historical antecedents East Indian, Indo Canadian, 
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vis i ble minority,  people of color, et cetera. As critical feminist scholars have 
noted,  these terms render invisible— albeit in diff er ent ways— the internal 
hierarchies and dynamics of power within the communities thus designated 
as they conflate and homogenize  these as discrete, neatly bounded entities.2 
The gendered politics signaled by  these classifications render si mul ta neously 
invisible and hypervisible vital aspects of  those whose lives they claim to 
define. So, for example, the term South Asian Canadian  woman con-
structs a par tic u lar racialized subject position that is highly vis i ble in the 
national imaginary; colonial ideologies of passive victimhood and patri-
archal cultures characterized by misogynist vio lence become inscribed 
onto this subject/object, which renders invisible her strug gles against the 
social, economic, and po liti cal forces that shape, and are  shaped by, her 
structural location.

The feminist politics arising from the designations immigrant and vis i ble 
minority range from active embrace of  these classifications and their 
associated multicultural politics to the expressions of the more critical and 
self- reflexive self- designations  Women of Color and South Asian Canadians, 
which seek to build broader antiracist solidarities, gesture to the national/
regional politics within South Asia, and contest the culturalist paradigm 
that is so pervasive within Canada. Clearly,  whether  these designations are 
forged from above or below, so to speak, becomes a crucial  matter. What is 
equally significant, I believe, is how the politics of self- designation from 
below engage and negotiate the politics of classification from above, that is, 
from within state practices. In what follows, I demonstrate that the po liti-
cal terrain inhabited by the paradigm South Asian Canadian is fraught with 
peril, for it is infused with the colonial logics that shape Canadian, and 
Western, governmentality within a global field.

The discursive practices that culturalize South Asian Canadians, how-
ever, are not static. Indeed,  these practices are presently undergoing a pro-
found shift as they are informed by the global war on terror that is reshaping 
the not only global politics but also the state’s machinery for managing 
immigration and citizenship. So, for example, the official immigration 
guide, Welcome to Canada, which is provided to incoming immigrants, 
warns the immigrant— while si mul ta neously reassuring the national— 
that “Canada’s openness and generosity do not extend to barbaric cultural 
practices that tolerate spousal abuse, honor killings, female genital mutila-
tion, forced marriage or other gender based vio lence” (Citizenship and 
Immigration Canada 2013, 36). This association of vio lence against  women 
with immigrants, and more precisely, with their cultural difference as a 
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form of innate “barbarism,” thus shapes the lives not only of newly arriv-
ing immigrants but of the South Asian diasporas constructed as “immi-
grant”; such constitution of difference engulfs Canadian citizens of South 
Asian descent and organizes their everyday reception within the national 
cultural space. Drawing on older histories, the national/racial/gender poli-
tics deployed by  these constructs are thus always already at play; they 
shape the ideological terrain for the making of the national subject as both 
above and beyond such gendered barbarism, and for the containment of 
“immigrants,” particularly the  women, in the stifling grip of racializing 
cultures.

In the following sections, I think through the complexities and 
 challenges presented by the formulation Asian American as a politico- 
epistemological— not to mention ontological— paradigm by way of exam-
ining one of its variants, South Asian Canadian. Three main questions 
or ga nize this inquiry: How does the formulation South Asian Canadian, 
including the feminisms associated with this, take up the  actual terms that 
define it, that is, South Asian and Canadian? How does this formulation 
negotiate the pro cesses of state and nation formation in the specific site of its 
articulation, namely, settler colonialism in North Amer i ca? And fi nally, how 
does this formulation engage the con temporary conditions remaking the 
national and global politics that enmesh South Asian Canadians in the war 
on terror and its Islamophobic ideology?

Although  these questions are taken up at a theoretical level, I draw upon 
the empirical research on, and media repre sen ta tions of, South Asian Cana-
dians, along with my activism in antiracist, anticolonial, and antiwar fem-
inist movements in Canada. Further, I situate  these questions within the 
histories of Canadian nation formation and immigration to interrogate their 
pres ent and to contextualize them within the volatile racial politics of white 
resentment in the global war on terror that are remaking the sociocultural 
landscape in North Amer i ca.  Here, I am particularly interested in what the 
“new” invasions and occupations of the global war reveal about the chang-
ing nature and forms of the coloniality that have  shaped both Canada and 
South Asia. Given that Islamophobia— a discourse constituting the figure 
of the Muslim, including Muslims from South Asia, as the source of the 
most lethal threat to national and global security—is the dominant ideol-
ogy of the con temporary po liti cal moment, I attend to how this is reshap-
ing the meanings attached to nation (Canadian) and diaspora (South 
Asia- Canadian).
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My analy sis of South Asian Canadian as a po liti cal and epistemological 
construct leads me to make three main arguments. First, the definition of 
South Asian and Canadian that grounds this construct is made more on the 
basis of geography than politics, such that its analytic frame does not cen-
ter the settler- colonial nature of North Amer i ca nor the colonial histories 
of the making of South Asia. Instead, this construct privileges migration 
and resettlement, globalization and citizenship, at the cost of attending to 
the foundational logics of Western colonialism, sovereignty, and subjectiv-
ity. By this, I mean that the settler- colonial nature of the Canadian nation- 
state and the coloniality that structures migration flows from South Asia 
are normalized such that the reproduction of coloniality— settler colonial-
ism in North Amer i ca and the neo co lo nial/imperialist domination of South 
Asia—is treated as inevitable. This approach limits the horizon of possibili-
ties for the  future in the collective imaginary of South Asian Canadian 
politics, curtailing the radical contestation of power relations in con-
temporary national and/or global politics.

Second, the singular focus on immigration as the originary issue grounds 
South Asian Canadian po liti cal proj ects in the rights- based framework 
that privileges citizenship, that is, inclusion in the regime of rights and 
entitlements of the nation- state, above anticolonial politics and practices. 
As such, the vio lence entailed in the institution of citizenship itself goes 
largely un/under- interrogated. The expansion of the institution of citizen-
ship to incorporate South Asian Canadians more fully si mul ta neously 
deepens the practices that or ga nize the destruction of Indigenous sover-
eignty. Moreover, this treatment of citizenship as the sole horizon of po liti-
cal strug gle overlooks the role of this institution in organ izing the juridical 
dehumanization of par tic u lar communities, as is presently evident in the 
racialization and demonization of the figure of the Muslim, including the 
South Asian Muslim. If anything, the war on terror demonstrates how 
swiftly the rights of citizenship can be eroded— even rescinded—by the 
state’s construction of racialized  Others as existential  enemy and hence a 
threat to the existence of the national community. The post-9/11 erasure of 
the rights of Muslims reveals how this institution functions to produce them 
as objects deserving of state and vigilante vio lence.

Third, as a construct that privileges geography, migration, and inclu-
sion, the po liti cal proj ect of South Asian Canadians has been unable to 
contest the dehumanization of Muslims that is presently underway in North 
Amer i ca and South Asia. Instead, as the Islamophobic discourse becomes 
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ever more deeply institutionalized into the governance practices of the 
nation- state, non- Muslim South Asian Canadians have acquired greater 
proximity to Canadian nationals by distancing themselves from, and fur-
thering the social and po liti cal isolation of, Muslims, including  those from 
South Asia. In supporting and/or legitimizing— passively or other wise— 
the vio lence directed  toward Muslims, non- Muslim South Asian Canadi-
ans have become more fully integrated in North American proj ects of 
nation and state formation, thereby legitimizing the colonial wars waged 
by the United States and Canada in their “new” occupations in the  Middle 
East. Consequently, I argue, this po liti cal construct remains oriented  toward 
coloniality in general and Westernity in par tic u lar.  Whether “South 
Asian Canadian” can be a po liti cal proj ect of transformation— that is, a 
 viable proj ect in con temporary strug gles for justice—is an open question. 
For, as I demonstrate throughout this chapter, the radical potential of this 
formulation is undercut by the politics of containment that are structured 
into its very constitution by its neglect of the actualities of settler colonial-
ism in North Amer i ca and Western coloniality in South Asia.

INTERROGATING LOCATIONS

If the annals of Canadian history are replete with echoes of sentiments such 
as  those in the following quotation, dated to the 1920s,3 the second quota-
tion, from a con temporary news account, indicates that  these sentiments 
are worth a revisit. The racial/colonial tropes foundational to Canadian 
nation- state formation clearly remain in place, irrespective of the shifts that 
have taken place in definitions of national identity.

British Columbia is one of the last frontiers of the white race against the 
yellow and the brown. It is a land where a hoary civilization meets a mod-
ern one, and where the swarming millions of ancient  peoples, strung into 
restless life by modern events, are constantly impinging on an attractive 
land held by sparse thousands of whites. And  here, the alarmed British 
Columbian, clamorous for Asiatic exclusion, feels that he is taking the 
long view. . . .  [British Columbia is] a community of half a million souls 
which stands in the sea gate of the northwest Pacific, and holds it for 
Saxon civilization. (Buchignani, Indra, and Srivastava 1985, 5)

The town council of Herouxville, a sleepy community dominated by a 
towering Roman Catholic Church, has  adopted a declaration of “norms” 
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that it says would-be immigrants should be aware of before they 
 settle  here.

Among them, it is forbidden to stone  women or burn them with acid. 
 Children cannot carry weapons to school. That includes ceremonial reli-
gious daggers such as kirpans even though the Supreme Court of Canada 
has ruled that Sikhs can carry kirpans in schools.

However,  children can swim in a pool with boys and girls alike, 
 because they  can’t be segregated.

And for the rec ord, female police officers in Herouxville, 165 kilometres 
northwest of Montreal, can arrest male suspects. Also part of the declara-
tion is to allow  women to drive, dance and make decisions on their own.

“ We’re telling  people who we are,” said Andre Drouin, one of six town 
councillors and the driving force  behind the declaration passed earlier 
this month. (Moore 2007)

Sentiments such as  those expressed above are regularly found in con-
temporary repre sen ta tions of South Asian Canadians in mainstream media 
and po liti cal discourses; they also underpin con temporary constructs of the 
“terrorist” threat seen to emanate from Muslims, often in far more color-
ful tones.

I have discussed in my earlier work how Canada is produced as a trian-
gulated colonial/racial formation (Thobani 2007). The genocidal practices 
that led to the dispossession of Indigenous  peoples from their territories 
produced them as “Indians,” constitutively bound to the Canadian national 
subject defined as British and French (Thobani 2007). Gender and sexual-
ity  were central to Indigenous dispossession, for it was through sexual 
vio lence, gendered disenfranchisement, and the imposition of Western 
heteropatriarchal and cap i tal ist class relations that the land was appropri-
ated and made available to Eu ro pean settlers (Lawrence 2004; Monture- 
Angus 1995). Canadian sovereignty is hence grounded in an originary 
vio lence that became codified as the rule of law to underpin what the nation 
presently experiences as a liberal- democratic system of rights and entitle-
ments.  These relations of indigenous dispossession, however, do not fea-
ture among the major concerns taken up in con temporary South Asian 
Canadian— including feminist— politics. Instead, the prevailing po liti cal 
objective is full inclusion in the social, economic, and po liti cal edifice 
erected through the institution of citizenship on this colonial foundation.

If the categories Canadian and Indian are not legible outside settler colo-
nial logics, the same is true of the appellation South Asian Canadian, 
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which cannot be understood outside the context of the  these logics and 
 those of the vari ous migrations that tied the colonization of North Amer-
i ca to that of South Asia. Eu ro pean settlement of Indigenous territories and 
their enslavement of Africans into this “new” world  were tied to the migra-
tions from Asia that  were to provide the  labor required for economic expan-
sion demanded by global capitalism. During the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, this development required not only the migration of 
Eu ro pean settlers, particularly  women, but also increased migrations from 
China, Japan, and India. As Dua (2007) has demonstrated in her study of 
Canadian immigration policies of this period, the settler state considered 
the restriction of female migration from South Asia to be crucial to its pro-
duction of the nation. While male migration from Asia was or ga nized to 
ensure the provision of  labor, the sexuality and reproductive capacity of 
Chinese and South Asian  women  were considered a threat to the produc-
tion of Canada as a “white man’s country.” The imposition of exclusionary 
policies reduced the Chinese and South Asian presence in the country, as 
male migration was or ga nized to be transient in nature.

While the fear of miscegenation soon sparked support for female migra-
tion from Asia, as Dua finds in her study, this inclusion of  women from 
South Asia (known as “Hindoos”) nevertheless refined the larger exclusion 
of Asians from the body politic. Allowed into the country as wives,  mothers, 
and  daughters, the  women’s presence aided the production of ethnic/racial 
enclaves that reproduced the racial cohesion of the nation as white.4 This 
racial/gender construction of South Asian  women plays out in con temporary 
immigration policies that or ga nize their migration  under the  family spon-
sorship class, which constructs the  women as dependent  family members.5 
It is notable that  these historical pro cesses and policies are the context for 
the production of the identity presently named “South Asian Canadian.” 
The conditions shaping this earlier migration from a colonized South 
Asia into a settler- colonial Canada are thus central to the constitution 
of this identity, in the past as in the pres ent, and to its productive forms 
of subjectivity.

 There is another significant aspect of Canadian state and nation forma-
tion that continues to escape the attention of a good number of activists and 
scholars working with the construct of South Asian Canadian. This is the 
role of migration from South Asia in shaping the structure of sovereignty 
developed by the Canadian state during the mid- nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. In her study of this early period of migration from British 
India into the Dominion of Canada, Mongia (2007, 397) shifts the analytical 
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lens from immigration policy to the form of “sovereignty, security and 
mobility”  shaped by such migration. In so  doing, she argues that the mea-
sures  adopted by the Canadian state to control this migration  were consti-
tutive of state sovereignty as including the control of mobility across its 
borders, and hence, the policing of  these borders.

This control of borders, Mongia (2007) explains, brought into being a 
form of sovereignty that extended state regulation over the mobility of sub-
jects. Previously, such control was not an aspect of state sovereignty. Mon-
gia shows how it was by instituting racially discriminatory immigration 
policies to regulate the entry of mi grants from India— who had the  legal sta-
tus of British subjects at the time— that the Canadian state constructed its 
authority over its “national” borders. Eschewing the idea that migration 
“throws askew the distinctness of nation- states,” Mongia’s study leads her 
to conclude that “migration is implicated in producing the distinctness of 
nation- states through the category of state sovereignty” (388). This border 
control is being refortified yet again by the antiterrorism mea sures that are 
now part and parcel of the securitization of the nation itself, even as the 
reach of the sovereignty of the Canadian state was extended internation-
ally by its participation in the occupation of Af ghan i stan.

The sovereignty of the Canadian nation- state can thus be defined as 
rooted in the acquisition and control of Indigenous territories as well as 
the assertion of border control over migration and settlement, such that 
immigration is linked internally to Indigenous dispossession.  These entan-
gled pro cesses have led to highly asymmetrical relationships between, and 
among, the vari ous populations  under the control of this state: dispos-
session and physical- cultural extinction for Indigenous  peoples and 
conditional racial/cultural inclusion of South Asian Canadians into a 
national proj ect that integrates them into vari ous proj ects of state vio-
lence.  These practices also construct the “immigrant” as an interloper who 
threatens to overwhelm the nation’s resources, a construct that leaves South 
Asian Canadians on the defensive despite their citizenship, required to 
prove their worth and loyalty to the nation- state as supplicants. Where 
the economic contribution of South Asian immigrants enabled them to 
advance their access to citizenship during the last third of the twentieth 
 century, this extension of rights did  little to dislodge the settler- colonial 
logics of violent dispossession that ground the nation- state. Indeed, 
this logic only becomes more deeply entrenched in the remaking of the 
nation- state as tolerant and plural- minded through the presence of mul-
ticultural  Others.
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HORIZONS OF WESTERNITY

In 2008, the Vancouver Sun profiled one hundred “Indo- Canadians” whom 
the newspaper defined as “making a difference” in British Columbia.6 
Although eigh teen of  these individuals  were born in Canada and the rest 
had lived in the country for periods ranging from six to eighty- four years, 
their photo graphs  were superimposed on a map of South Asia on the news-
paper’s front page.7 The message of this repre sen ta tion is not difficult to 
decipher.  These individuals may be impor tant personages, socially and eco-
nom ically influential in the province of British Columbia and hence in 
Canada. They may all be Canadian citizens. Indeed, they may even be Cana-
dian born. They all, nevertheless, “belong” to South Asia. A few days  later, 
Statistics Canada reported that vis i ble minorities account for 16.2  percent 
of the country’s population, with South Asians the largest group among 
them, at 25  percent (Gandhi 2008, A1, A9). In the  century since the first 
mi grants from South Asia arrived in British Columbia, they had become 
the largest nonwhite racial minority in the country. In the national/racial 
imaginary, however, they  really “belong” back  there.

The politics of constituting South Asian Canadians as Other than “real” 
Canadians are complex and have shifted over time and space.  These 
 politics thus require careful unpacking. South Asian Canadian is, of course, 
constitutively linked to the term immigrant, a homogenizing term that 
reveals more about the enduring power of racial nation formation than 
about the  peoples it claims to define.

As mentioned in the previous section, numerous terms have evolved to 
classify  peoples of South Asian origin in Canada, beginning with the names 
Hindoos, Orientals, East Indian, and non preferred races, which  were terms 
in widespread use  until the mid- twentieth  century, when they expanded to 
include immigrants, Vis i ble Minorities, and newcomers in the latter half of 
the  century.  These designations  were accompanied by the self- defined cat-
egories Indo Canadian and  people of color. The increased migration from 
countries including Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka in the late twen-
tieth and early twenty- first centuries has made the category South Asian 
Canadian— considered more inclusive of this heterogeneity— more pro-
nounced. The term was considered more desirable, including by femi-
nists, as part of a strategy to transcend the narrower and more exclusionary 
ossification of identity within the nationalist politics in the region. Yet 
such broadening of identity in a period when the category South Asia was 
being incorporated into area studies and US and Canadian foreign policy 
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as a  matter of geostrategic interest in the US- led neoliberal globalization 
that pushed for opening up national borders in the Global South to the 
flow of capital, trade, and investment surely cannot be ignored.

The terms referencing/producing South Asian Canadian identity  were 
thus steeped in the par tic u lar politics and social dynamics of the distinct 
po liti cal juncture in which they  were articulated,  whether from “above” or 
“below,” so to speak.  These terms express the imperatives driving the push- 
and- pull  factors of inter/national migration, as well as the shifting colonial/
racial logics of nation formation. In the case of Canada, the categories immi
grants, vis i ble minorities, et cetera, as they referred to “Indo- Canadians,” 
reflected not only the liberalization of the Canadian nation- state, and its 
adoption of multiculturalism, this also spoke to the post- independence 
moment of the Indian nation- state. Moreover,  these designations  were artic-
ulated in relation to the modernity of the national subject and the impos-
sibility of Indigenous futurity in  these diff er ent sites, culminating in the 
now- dominant category South Asian Canadian as or ga nizer of a moderniz-
ing identity and collective social consciousness.

The paradoxical impact of the (non)citizen status incorporated into 
the term immigrant— si mul ta neously integrationist and ejectionist— 
aligned the immigrant po liti cal horizon with that of the nation/al. Seek-
ing po liti cal recognition and parity with the white national, the subject 
position inhabited by the immigrant imbibes the nation’s racial construct 
of itself and sparks the ambition of striving  toward the same status as that 
of the national. This pro cess leads to integration into the co- constitutive 
relation of the national to the immigrant, and of both to the Indigenous 
within a colonial- liberal order. The mutuality of such practices of national 
self- making in relation to the South Asian Other can be seen at work in the 
media profile of the outstanding Indo Canadians referred to earlier; the 
same pro cess is mirrored in the immigrant’s making of herself as Other, as 
evidenced in the South Asian feminist activist’s commentary on gendered 
vio lence cited above.

South Asian Canadian feminist formulations of their po liti cal proj ects 
have been ambiguous, ranging from treating their constituencies as excluded 
“immigrant” subjects who desire inclusion, that is, as ethnically and/or 
racially marginalized subjects engaged in strug gles for equality, or as sub-
jects whose cultural distinctness in ancestry, language, and heritage requires 
the nation to respond with a sensitivity to their cultural difference.8 Often, 
 these proj ects are not exclusive and do overlap. With few exceptions, much 
of  these politics have been connected to community- based activism linked 
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to providing social ser vices, advocacy for equitable immigration and 
employment policies, contesting racism and racialized constructs of the 
nation, and struggling for equal citizenship. However, the cost of this focus 
on state and nationalist practices and discourses includes their internal-
ization in pro cesses of identity formation and the normalization of the 
ongoing politics of “old” and “new” colonialism and occupations,  whether 
in North Amer i ca or South Asia.  These become an organ izing feature of 
“immigrant” politics and consciousness if they are not contested through 
an anticolonial po liti cal praxis. In the absence of such a praxis, the official 
language of multiculturalism functions to internally disaggregate identities 
along ethnic, linguistic, and national lines, wherein  these distinctions are 
attributed to par tic u lar forms of cultural essentialisms in a relation of ten-
sion with the overarching category South Asian Canadian, which sutures 
over— albeit to diff er ent effect— these internal hierarchies. The obfuscation 
of the ongoing coloniality of  these pro cesses, essentialisms, and omissions 
enable the subject produced as South Asian Canadian to be treated as a 
transparent and self- evident form of subjectivity and identity, oppressed and 
exploited from “outside” but stable on the “inside.” Such an assumption of 
the category’s self- evident form of identification is based on the ideological 
erasure of the racial and colonial histories of vio lence that have produced 
Canada, Indigenous nations, and South Asia within a globally intercon-
nected system of Western coloniality.

The forms of consciousness and identities thus constituted in engagement 
with state classifications, policies, and practices further the notion of a 
transparent and autonomous subject position with a (mostly) secured 
status as sovereign— that is, a juridical subject—as is implicitly suggested by 
the appellation South Asian Canadian, even when articulated from below. 
State support for forms of identity that eschew recognition of their coloni-
ality becomes an onslaught on the radical anticolonial traditions within 
 these communities, as evidenced in the Canadian state’s funding for mul-
ticultural organ izations that elevate conservative and reactionary forms of 
“culture.” Imbibing the discourse of cultural essentialism— made legible to 
and rewarded by the state— underwrites access to a mea sure of ser vices and 
entitlements, yet this comes at the cost of a tenuous official recognition that 
reproduces the incommensurability between the “immigrant,” the “indig-
enous,” and the “national” subject.

Seeking a relation of conviviality with the Canadian nation- state, a key 
assumption shaping the po liti cal paradigm of South Asian Canadian poli-
tics is that its subject has already acquired access to the status of the 
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autonomous, self- determining, liberal Subject, even if this remains yet to 
be fully realized. The aspirations of this immigrant Subject- in- the- making 
as liberal and oriented  toward futurity emerged within the racial framework 
of a colonial order that denied this status to the colonized populations in 
North Amer i ca; the status of this “subject” is now taken as universally acces-
sible in the South Asian Canadian po liti cal paradigm, despite the per-
sis tence of coloniality in the international order, including the settler 
colonialism of the Canadian nation- state. This basic assumption of South 
Asian Canadian politics posits its subject as now well on its way to garner-
ing the sovereign status of the national subject in a transnational framework. 
This assumption, as I show below, remains unwarranted in light of the new 
forms of coloniality and dehumanization that are revealed in the treatment 
of par tic u lar communities of South Asians, namely Muslims. When the 
pres ent condition of  these communities is taken into consideration, the con-
ceit that South Asian Canadians have secured for themselves the status of 
the sovereign subject becomes difficult to sustain.

RETHINKING PO LITI CAL HORIZONS

Following the mass shootings in a mosque in Quebec City that left six Mus-
lim men dead and nineteen  others injured (Stevenson and Gordon 2017), 
Liberal member of parliament Iqra Khalid introduced a motion in the House 
of Parliament calling for the government to condemn Islamophobia and 
other forms of racial and religious discrimination and to take action to 
“quell the rising public climate of hate and fear” (Elghawaby 2017). Soon 
 after introducing the motion, which did nothing to change existing Cana-
dian laws, she was reported to have been inundated with hate messages, 
including the following: “Real Canadians  will rise up and get rid of the 
[blank] Muzzie stench in Ottawa”; “Kill her and be done with it”; “She is 
sick, she is  here to kill us and she needs to be deported”; “We  will burn down 
your mosques”; “Why did Canadians let her in? Ship her back”; “Why  don’t 
you get out of my country, you are a disgusting piece of trash, and you are 
definitely not wanted  here by the majority of  actual Canadians,” and so on.9 
The public response and threats of vio lence directed  toward a member of 
parliament who is a Muslim of South Asian origin only served to under-
score the point of the parliamentary motion: the growing intensity and vis-
ibility of Islamophobia in Canadian politics and public life.

The recent construction of Muslims, including  those of South Asian ori-
gin, as “terrorists” reveals the fallacy of the assumption that the juridical 
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status of “citizen” has been secured for South Asian Canadians, or indeed, 
I would argue, for other Asian Canadians. As a good number of studies have 
demonstrated, the US Patriot Act and the antiterror legislation in Canada 
have redefined the meaning of law, citizenship, immigration, and border 
control in the name of national security (Thobani 2007; Maira 2004; Olwan 
2013). The global war thus rendered tenuous the status of the Muslim as the 
rights- bearing subject that grounds the liberal demo cratic po liti cal struc-
ture.  These mea sures have become entrenched in state policy and social 
institutions over the course of the war. In other words, the normalization 
of what  were initially presented as emergency mea sures demonstrates how 
closely the remaking of Canadian sovereignty and subjectivity relies on the 
remaking of the Other, the Muslim in this case, as an existential threat to 
the nation. This remaking, I argue in this section, enables non- Muslim 
South Asians to claim greater proximity to the Canadian national subject 
by participating in and advancing the Islamophobic discourse that now 
grounds the remaking of this subject.

Numerous studies of the antiterror mea sures directed  toward Muslim 
communities have found that the figure of the Muslim has been constructed 
in US and Canadian national imaginaries as an  enemy of the values and 
cultures of  these nation- states (Maira 2004; Razack 2008; Thobani 2007; 
Jiwani 2011). As such, the Muslim is constructed as the embodiment of this 
threat of terror and, as such, has been stripped of the rights of citizenship 
and the protection of the state. Muslims of South Asian origin in Canada, 
not to mention  those in South Asia and other parts of Asia (including the 
“Near” and “ Middle” East) are caught up in this dragnet. Security certifi-
cates, racial profiling, deportation, rendition, torture, assassination, bomb-
ing, entrapment, and collective punishment are among the practices that 
have become instituted and are now publicly supported in the governance 
of Muslims at the national and global level.

In this climate, South Asian Canadians, offered the possibility to enhance 
their cultural capital through support for the international realignment of 
the Canadian nation- state in the global war, have acquired new ave nues for 
po liti cal and social advancement.  Here, I discuss one notable example, that 
of the new Canadian minister of defence, the Honorable Harjit Sajjan. 
Appointed minister upon the election of the Trudeau government, Mr. Saj-
jan, a Sikh of South Asian origin, had served with the police for eleven 
years and then in the Afghan war with the Canadian military. In the latter 
capacity, he was awarded the Meritorius Ser vice Medal “for reducing the 
Taliban’s influence” in the region of Kandahar (Baluja 2015). Described as 
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the “best single Canadian asset in theatre” (Baluja 2015), Mr. Sajjan was 
reported to have been picked for specific duties in Af ghan i stan “ because of 
his experience in dealing with gangs  because the Taliban  were nothing more 
than bunch of thugs and gangs,” according to then commander of the Mul-
tinational Brigade (AFP 2015). That Sajjan wore a turban, that young Sikh 
men have been constructed as particularly prone to gang membership and 
criminality, that Sikhs and the Muslim Taliban are seen to be the same, and 
that Sajjan’s insider knowledge was considered the significant  factor in his 
successful  career in the Canadian occupation of Af ghan i stan speak to the 
racial/cultural politics of the military, state, and nation.

The impact of the global war on the citizenship rights and social inte-
gration of South Asian Canadian communities demonstrates the fraught 
nature of this institution. Rather than proceeding along an incremental and 
cumulative trajectory  toward greater inclusion—or instead of the ideologi-
cal borders of the Canadian and US nations that construct them as Other 
having become more porous— the war demonstrates that the policing of 
American and Canadian identity has become more fortified in the relation 
of enmity to the figure of the Muslim. This construction of the Muslim 
enables  those South Asian Canadians who are seen to uphold the security of 
the nation, as well as its values and culture, to claim their share in this 
restructuring of the national identity. The post-9/11 configuration of alli-
ances in the nation- state allows for the collective national consciousness to 
crystalize along cultural- religio- racial lines, creating new points of align-
ment for the national subject with other previously excluded subjects, includ-
ing  those immigrants working  toward integration into the nation- state. The 
resulting fortification of the relation between state and nation/al, and 
between  these and the aspiring South Asian Canadian immigrant, helps to 
confirm the exalted status of the national at the domestic level and of Canada 
at the international level.

More examples that illustrate this ideological cordoning off of Muslims 
of South Asian origin include construction of the singularity of the “hon-
our crime”; the attacks on Muslim  women wearing hijab; the lack of or ga-
nized po liti cal protest within the South Asian Canadian community against 
the introduction of the Barbaric Cultural Practices Act; the lack of po liti-
cal connection between the construction of the Sikh male as “terrorist” in 
the 1990s (when the politics of Sikh separatism dominated the dynamics of 
intracommunity engagement) and the con temporary construct of the Mus-
lim as “terrorist”; and the silence in non- Muslim South Asian communi-
ties regarding the Ontario proposal to allow Muslims to draw upon Shar’ia 
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in  family dispute resolution. The distancing of non- Muslim South Asians 
from Muslim South Asians on  these issues was indicative of the split among 
 these communities, and of their shifting affiliations and allegiances.

Nowhere was this change more evident than in the antiviolence femi-
nist co ali tions that had previously existed in  these communities, gestured 
to by the comments of the feminist activist cited at the beginning of this 
chapter. During the 1990s,  these feminist coalitions— bringing together 
“immigrant”  women’s politics with  those of the  Women of Color antiracist 
politics that had critiqued the construction of immigrant communities, 
including South Asians, as culturally backward and patriarchal by point-
ing to the male vio lence that is a feature of Canadian society;  Women of 
Color politics had also challenged the effects of immigration policies that 
made immigrant  women vulnerable to increased male domination and con-
trol. With the advent of the war on terror, no such feminist analy sis was 
forthcoming from  Women of Color with regard to the construction of Islam 
and Muslim cultures as innately misogynist and violent. Certainly this sit-
uation has begun to shift somewhat as the occupations of Af ghan i stan and 
Iraq failed to lead to quick victories for the US alliance, as had been antici-
pated; the rightward shift in the po liti cal culture of the United States and 
other Western socie ties that highlights the racisms fueled by the global war 
on terror is also having an effect in reshaping relations among feminists of 
color and Muslim feminists.

If the extent of the reconstitution of race, colonial, and gender politics 
in the global war is evident in the spectacular rise of Donald Trump, in Can-
ada it is evident in the incorporation of South Asian Canadians, through 
the discourse of multiculturalism, into the upper echelons of the settler 
state. That this discourse does not contest the Islamophobia that is the ide-
ological bedrock of the global war is not accidental, for multiculturalism 
has helped consolidate the cultural construction of Muslims as adherents 
of a barbaric and misogynist culture associated with Islam, isolating them 
from the other immigrant communities in a manner that helps crystallize 
the remaking of Canadian national identity as endangered and innocent of 
implication in the new occupations of the early twentieth  century.

The inability of the larger South Asian Canadian communities, includ-
ing the feminists among them, to confront the pres ent religio- racial target-
ing of Muslims, I argue, can be read as a po liti cal consequence of the 
narrowly construed definition of sovereignty— access to citizenship— that 
is embedded in the South Asian Canadian po liti cal imaginary. The post-
9/11 articulation of the sovereignty of the North American settler states, the 
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United States and Canada, is remaking the two vital aspects of sovereignty 
discussed in the above sections. The first is the territorial aspect of this sover-
eignty, which is as central to settler- colonial politics in North Amer i ca as this 
is to the Western domination of the  Middle East and the South and Central 
Asian regions. The invasion of Af ghan i stan demonstrated that imperialist 
domination maintains its ability to transform itself into colonial occupation. 
The second is the recasting of the forms of identity and subjectivity of “South 
Asian Canadians” in a moment when their “cultural” essence can be har-
nessed to advance the Western nation- state’s geostrategic interests.  These 
reinvigorated aspects of sovereignty  were linked in the occupation of 
Af ghan i stan, which drew upon the settler- colonial nature of the Canadian 
nation- state and rearticulated this to its redefined role as an occupation force 
in Central Asia. Likewise, the global war reveals that the po liti cal activism 
associated with the paradigm of South Asian Canadian was unable to 
respond to  either the anticolonial politics of Indigenous  peoples fighting for 
sovereignty over their lands or the anticolonial and antiracist strug gles of 
Muslims against the Islamophobia that now shapes the geopo liti cal field.

Further, leaving uninterrogated the relation between sovereignty and the 
antiterrorism mea sures enacted at the nation’s borders, South Asian Canadi-
ans have, with few exceptions, acquiesced in the erosion of the citizenship of 
Muslims in Canada and in the destruction of the post- independence states 
in the  Middle East and Central Asia. Given that mere suspicion of links to 
“terrorist” activity can be used to detain, deport, torture, incarcerate, or 
even murder Muslims, non- Muslim South Asian Canadians have an incen-
tive to disassociate themselves from the Muslims among them and, in the 
pro cess, assert their religio- cultural “difference” from  these Muslims. The 
im mense public support among Canadian and US nationals for fighting 
“terrorists” wherever they are found, for racial profiling wherever the state 
deems this necessary, and for delivering Muslim  women from the “impris-
oning” hijab extends Islamophobia into the homes, schools, courts, work-
places, cinemas, shopping malls, and social ser vice agencies that or ga nize 
the daily lives of Canadian nationals. This Islamophobia is shared by non- 
Muslim South Asian Canadians, with remarkably few exceptions.

Yet, it should be remembered that the pres ent treatment of Muslims by 
the colonial/imperial state also reveals that the juridical status of the South 
Asian Canadian also remains tenuous. If the governing ideology of the war 
on terror targets Muslims as a threat to the survival of the nation’s values, 
the racial/culturalizing practices encoded in the reproduction of this nation 
also reveals it to be an inherently exclusionary proj ect.
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REPRODUCING COLONIALITY?

This chapter began with the recognition that the pro cesses set in motion 
by the colonial/racial practices in the founding moment of Canadian nation 
and state making continue to be reiterated in the relations among the pop-
ulations subsequently constituted as “Indians,” “immigrants,” and “Cana-
dians.” The uneven and asymmetrical pro cesses through which South Asian 
Canadians are constituted as such in this web of relations are thus or ga nized 
not only with regard to the status and subjectivity of nationals but also with 
regard to Indigenous and the other communities located within this ter-
rain. I have argued that the po liti cal construct of South Asian Canadian 
leaves uninterrogated the triangulated relations that constitutively bind 
 these populations, relations that  were forged in and reproduced by ongoing 
coloniality and raciality. Consequently, the strug gle for access to citizenship 
and integration into demo cratic institutions, which remain key objectives of 
South Asian Canadian feminisms, reproduces the ongoing dispossession 
of Indigenous  peoples and the colonial vio lence of the nation- state at 
home and abroad, so to speak.

Moreover, taking the post- independence moment as evidence of the 
transcendence of coloniality in South Asia, the politics arising from the 
pres ent construction of the South Asian Canadian paradigm privileges 
immigration, resettlement, assimilation, and citizenship as among the most 
salient  factors shaping the experiences of  these communities. Consequently, 
historical and emergent forms of coloniality are rendered invisible in this 
paradigm, and the positionality of South Asian Canadians is taken up pri-
marily in relation to the politics of the nation- state rather than in engage-
ment with Indigenous histories, understandings, or critiques of settler 
colonialism. The collective imaginary of  peoples of South Asian origin in 
North American communities remains fixated on acquiring proximity to 
the forms of whiteness that inform the hegemonic US and Canadian 
national frames. Rethinking the structural location of  these South Asian 
communities in relation to Indigenous communities, as well as other 
 people of color, in North Amer i ca would open up the possibilities for 
transformative po liti cal alliances. My argument, however, is that neglect 
of the  actual temporal and spatial forms assumed by coloniality, its forms 
of sovereignty and subjectivity in North Amer i ca as in South Asia, derails the 
radical potential of the politics of opposition within the South Asian immi-
grant community in Canada. A shift away from the immigrant- oriented 
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politics of  these communities and  toward a historicized and contextual-
ized anticolonial understanding of the forms of sovereignty that are pres-
ently remaking North American nation- states as well as  those in South 
Asia, would be a necessary step in the realization of this potential.

NOTES

1 See Bannerji (2000), Ahmed (2000), and Thobani (2007) for critical perspectives on 
multiculturalism in specific national and international contexts.

2 For more on the intersections of race, gender, nation, and class in Canada, see Ban-
nerji (1995), Thobani (2007), and Jiwani (2011).

3 In addition to Buchignani, Indra, and Srivastava (1985), see also Bolaria and Li (1988).
4  These futuristic anx i eties permeated the early nineteenth- century national debate 

on  whether it was prudent to exclude the undesired  women altogether (thus encour-
aging “their” men to remain transient) or allow their limited presence (and avert the 
harm of interracial sexual relations between male mi grants and white  women). See 
Dua (2007, 445–66).

5 See Thobani (2007) for a discussion of the  family sponsorship program.
6 The front page of the newspaper’s weekend edition ran the feature  under the title 

“100 Influential Indo- Canadians in B.C.” (Shore and Bolan 2008).
7 The other eighty- two individuals  were reported to have their “origin” in South Asia 

as well as other parts of Asia, Africa, Eu rope, the  Middle East, the Ca rib bean, and 
Fiji (Randy and Bolan 2008).

8  These ambiguities can be found in the essays published in vari ous collections on 
“South Asian”  women in the diaspora. See, for example, the collection of essays in 
Puwar and Raghuram (2003) and  Women of South Asian Descent Collective (1993).

9 While the opposition party introduced its own countermotion to remove the focus 
on Islamophobia, one opposition MP  running for the leadership of the Conservative 
Party sent out a press release in support of the motion as introduced by Iqra Khalid. 
See Lum (2017).
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CHAPTER 8

THE L ANGUAGE OF CARE

Hmong Refugee Activism and  
a Feminist Refugee Epistemology

ma vang

On March  22, 2016, I sat in on one of the seven weekly 
three- hour Partners in Healing shaman training workshops in the board-
room at Mercy Medical Center Merced.  These workshops, scheduled on 
Tuesday eve nings from six to nine,  were led by the program’s co- developer, 
Palee Moua.  Those pres ent at the workshop included thirteen shaman par-
ticipants from all over California’s Central Valley; Moua, a Mercy medical 
staff member; a social worker from the Merced County  Human Ser vices 
Agency; and me. Of the thirteen shamans, about five are men and the rest 
 women. The shamans range in age from their thirties to their sixties. The 
eve ning’s workshop focused on chronic diseases, cancer, and hospice care. 
The first hour of the workshop focused on chronic diseases, of which dia-
betes and high blood pressure have the highest incidence in the Hmong 
community. The nurse explained in En glish the  causes, symptoms, and 
treatments for the diseases while Moua interpreted in Hmong for the sha-
mans. Moua explained to the shaman participants that chronic disease is 
a bodily, rather than spiritual, affliction so they should encourage their 
patients to see a doctor for proper treatment and management of their 
blood sugar or blood pressure levels. In addition,  because the chronic dis-
eases are long- term illnesses, shamans should explain to their patients to 
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continue their diet and exercise regimens to maintain favorable levels of 
blood sugar and blood pressure.

Although a  couple of the shamans asked clarifying questions about 
 whether having gestational diabetes means a person  will develop diabetes 
 later in life and about the levels of cholesterol needed to stay healthy, a few 
 others asked questions that  were more personal. One  woman shaman asked 
why she developed diabetes  after her car accident. Another shaman asked 
if the nurse would look at her feet during the break  because she had a con-
cern with them (she seemed to suggest that she had diabetes). This exchange 
was impor tant  because it revealed that the shaman participants not only 
gained information to help their patients but also learned about ailments 
they might be personally struggling with. The shaman participants’ ques-
tions also showed how their roles as spiritual healers  were informed by social 
experiences and their own health concerns, which made them relatable to 
their patients. Training workshops like this one demonstrate how the Part-
ners in Healing program is premised on this lateral relationship between 
shamans and members of the community, and it develops a connection 
between communities and medical and social ser vice institutions.

Such lateral relationships and connections, which contribute to the 
value of programs like Partners in Healing, emerged from dedicated 
refugee activists like Moua who advocate for refugee communities’ access 
to care through interpreting and cultural mediation. Partners in Healing 
is a nationally known program created for shamans to learn about bio-
medical procedures and to expand biomedicine’s knowledge of the work of 
shamans (Helsel, Mochel, and Bauer 2004, 934–35). It developed a part-
nership between healthcare organ izations and Hmong communities by 
implementing an orientation program for Hmong shamans. The proj ect 
began in 2000 through Healthy House Within a MATCH Co ali tion, a 
nonprofit organ ization.1 The program is a model for developing similar pro-
grams with traditional healers from other racial/ethnic groups. The proj ect 
has a dual curriculum: one program to train shamans and the other to train 
physicians as part of their three- year residency at the hospital (Moua 
2016). Although the program began around 2000, Mercy Hospital did not 
implement its Hmong Shaman Spiritual Healer policy to allow shamans to 
practice at patients’ bedside  until 2009.2 This policy allowed a shaman to 
conduct nine diff er ent ceremonies unsupervised by doctors and hospital 
staff. Moua is its anchor  because she brokers and bridges relationships 
among shamans, doctors, and hospital administrators to operationalize the 
curriculum.
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Moua is an activist who mediates refugees’ relationships with local insti-
tutions and their agents, including healthcare professionals, social ser vice 
providers, and orga nizational leaders. As she facilitates the training session 
for the shamans, she also interprets for them, shifting between speaking in 
the first person as if she  were asking the question and using the third per-
son. Moua explained to the group that as an interpreter for Hmong, she car-
ries a burden  because she cannot be direct with patients and families. She 
has to be gentle and explain that they need to spend time with each other 
rather than telling them that death is imminent. As an interpreter she must 
maintain a professional demeanor to mediate communication between 
healthcare providers and Hmong patients. She says, “You hope with the 
families,” but it is only  after the appointment that “you [can] cry and laugh 
with patients and families” (Moua 2016). Moua’s approach to interpreting 
emphasizes care for refugees and the importance of language and social 
relationships to refugee advocacy.

Moua’s role as an interpreter bridges the language gap to create change 
in the integrated areas of social and cultural mediation and program 
development. Therefore, her work to maintain Hmong language, build 
an archive of terminology, and create programs like Partners in Healing 
expands our understanding of feminist refugee epistemologies that cen-
ter local knowledge.3 In their essay on cultural organ izing in California’s 
Central Valley as critical praxis, Erica Kohl- Arenas, Myrna Martinez Nat-
eras, and Johanna Taylor (2014, 9) explain that “the pro cess of recognizing, 
celebrating, and activating immigrants’ cultural rights  counters systems of 
patronage and policing, and recognizes immigrants as productive agents of 
social change.” Arts and culture already exist as a social change strategy 
that programs harness as a “ human right” to challenge “histories of invisi-
bility, marginalization, and in equality” (10). Therefore, cultural acts such as 
claiming one’s indigenous name or language are deeply po liti cal acts (20). 
Indeed, refugee activism around what I  will explain as a language of care 
rather than “language as social barrier” activates refugee cultural capital.4

Care in humanitarian relief has been a primary site of regulation for the 
management of refugee populations worldwide. Although humanitarian 
care purports to rescue refugees from military and other state- perpetuated 
forms of vio lence, refugees often encounter the  human rights regime and 
states’ racist vio lence during and  after resettlement. Relatedly, state and pri-
vate systems of care have served to manage immigrant  women’s and 
 Women of Color  labor and bodies. Health is one site of care that highlights 
the intersections of experiences of Asian refugee and immigrant  women 



m a va ng182

with  those of  Women of Color in the United States. I argue that refugee 
activism around care activates a feminist refugee praxis to decenter state 
and Western ideas of care as gendered racial management, and instead 
privileges refugee epistemologies and practices of well- being. In other 
words, refugee activists work to prevent deaths in their communities by 
employing a language of care that involves Hmong/refugee worldviews in 
the social and institutional translation of care.

This chapter employs what I call an ethnography of care and well- being 
to examine how refugee activists, most of whom are  women, engage with 
US social welfare and health institutions to address gaps in care for their 
communities. An ethnography of care and well- being emphasizes the affec-
tive  labor of refugee activists that plots what M. Jacqui Alexander (2005, 
7–8) describes in her conceptualization of the “crossing” as a “move away 
from living alterity premised in difference to living intersubjectivity pre-
mised in relationality and solidarity.” My approach draws from feminist 
ethnography that asserts a feminist epistemology to examine how knowl-
edge is produced and informed by a politics of social justice (Davis and Cra-
ven 2016, 9). This methodological approach also emphasizes praxis— the 
bridging of theory and practice (10). An ethnography of care and well- being 
underscores the intersections of feminist epistemology and praxis. It enacts 
as well as theorizes ways of centering non- Western knowledges and lan-
guages. Refugee activists, I suggest, engage in feminist epistemologies that 
assert the refugee as a knowing subject whose displaced condition teaches 
us about vari ous forms of state management, as well as one who produces 
knowledge about care. As such, feminist refugee epistemologies reveal the 
refugee as a figure who emerged from the overlapping context of colonial-
ism and militarism yet has also been subjected to the simultaneous oppres-
sions of humanitarian and state management en route to and upon arrival 
in the United States.

This chapter’s analy sis of refugee community negotiations of health, race, 
and gender expands the convergences of Asian American feminisms and 
 Women of Color politics with decolonial feminisms to foreground the anti-
racist and anticolonial trajectories of a Hmong feminist praxis and a femi-
nist refugee epistemology (FRE) that underscores refugee “practices of life 
making” (Espiritu and Duong 2018, 588). Yên Lê Espiritu and Lan Duong 
conceptualize a feminist refugee epistemology (FRE) through their read-
ing of displacement in Viet nam ese and Syrian refugee art as a method of 
analy sis that conceptualizes “refugee artwork as a crucial site of new forms 
of knowledge that would other wise not be produced or shared” (589). FRE 
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calls attention to refugees’ complicated and rich daily existences in the col-
laborative acts and intimate spaces.5 I engage with a feminist refugee analy-
sis alongside a Hmong feminist approach that emphasizes a praxis of care 
around language making, sociocultural revitalization, and community well- 
being.  These feminist convergences encapsulate the cross- currents of diff er-
ent feminisms— what Alexander calls the crossroads of migrancy  under 
empire “and the genealogies of feminist, neo co lo nial, and ‘queer’ politics” 
(8–9). Alexander’s reminder that rather than being born a  Woman of Color, 
one becomes a  Woman of Color (9) highlights the importance of Chandra 
Mohanty’s (2003, 7) assertions of a feminist solidarity across borders that 
seeks to decolonize knowledge and practice anticapitalist critique. Together, 
decolonial feminism’s proj ect of theorizing alternative epistemologies to dis-
rupt the totalizing force of colonialism and  Women of Color feminism’s 
co ali tion to reformulate culture and agency to  counter the simultaneous 
oppressions of capitalism, Western nationalism, and national liberation 
(Ferguson 2004, 116) chart a fruitful intersection to theorize a Hmong femi-
nist approach. A Hmong feminist approach to taking care of each other is 
not an additive to the existing forms of feminist theorizations, but rather 
shifts the frame of reference to emphasize non- Western and noninstitutional 
practices and epistemologies.

REFUGEE ACTIVISM AND FEMINIST REFUGEE  
EPISTEMOLOGY OF CARE

Refugee activism defines the intricate ways in which refugees advocating 
for their communities must face and address the overlapping institutions 
of oppression they encounter in remaking their lives in the United States. 
The term does not refer to activists working on behalf of refugees, but to 
the refugees who have experienced vio lence and displacement.  These activ-
ists received an education in their home countries and, while in the camps 
or  after resettlement, in/voluntarily become advocates for their  people. Their 
advocacy involves more than just interpreting ser vices. They utilize trained 
medical and language skills as well as reinforcing their communities’ sub-
jecthood and knowledge. As a refugee activist, Moua works to address mul-
tiple issues rather than a par tic u lar health or social welfare concern. As 
interpreters and advocates, Moua and  others like her broker relationships 
between physicians or social workers and patients/clients. They help trans-
form the relations between communities and institutions. In Buddha Is Hid
ing, Aihwa Ong (2003, 6) examines how the technologies of government 
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determine a diff er ent mode of being  human and valuing life. Ong’s study 
explores how each domain of government “teaches” Cambodian refugees 
to be citizen- subjects and how Cambodian Americans pursue their own val-
ues. Refugee activists must navigate the ways government domains such as 
social ser vices, healthcare, employment, and child welfare ser vices work 
together to shape refugees into proper subjects.

Moua’s refugee activism exercises critical feminist epistemologies and 
praxis in connecting community issues to  women’s issues, thus working 
against institutional oppression. As feminist scholars have argued, for 
 Women of Color, health cannot be separated from community health, in 
the sense that “ women’s and reproductive health care could only be under-
stood within a broad context of health care needs that improved the life 
quality of the entire community” (Nelson 2005, 100).  These community con-
cerns include access to food, housing, and education. Indeed, a feminist 
refugee epistemology centers refugee knowledge and stories, the secrets and 
silences produced by state vio lence, and critical cultural forms to advance 
refugee survival and life.

Shamans hold spiritual and po liti cal leadership roles in health and well- 
being.  Because about half the shamans in the Hmong community are 
 women, centering the impor tant role of shamans disrupts the patriarchal 
structure of care and leadership. Whereas existing scholarship on Hmong 
and con temporary Hmong practices prioritize a patrilineal clan social sys-
tem in which male clan leaders make decisions about the spiritual and social 
well- being of the extended clan families, the Partners in Healing proj ect 
found that Hmong shamans and traditional healers have always had posi-
tions of spiritual, religious, and po liti cal leadership (Hmong Shaman Spir-
itual Healer Manual). Rather than the clan leaders holding positions of 
influence, the shamans are often the first choice among Hmong to seek con-
sultation and care to treat illnesses (Spiritual Healer Manual). Other com-
munity health proj ects encountered the same trend in their efforts to 
advocate and educate on health issues.6

The shaman program served a dual purpose: to highlight the impor tant 
role shamans serve in Hmong communities, as the primary defense con-
cerning health and well- being, and to empower shamans to promote well- 
being.7 Reinforcing the role of shamans, then, disrupts the heteropatriarchal 
structure of power and Western paradigms of care and knowledge. In this 
way, a Hmong feminist epistemology that emphasizes care has a significant 
social and po liti cal impact on the Hmong patriarchal structure, as well as 
being an antiracist and anticolonial approach. It centers Hmong geographic 
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knowledge and migratory patterns or strategies of storytelling. This per-
spective views stories as mobile and histories as moveable pasts. The 
approach is “informed by the scholarship on transnational and Native 
feminist theories in which they interrogate colonialism, racism, US liberal 
empire, and (hetero)patriarchy as ongoing structures of power through 
the lens of gender and sexuality. In addition, I borrow from the work of 
feminist anthropologists who suggest ‘ethnographic refusal’ and critical- 
listening practices to articulate Hmong  women’s narrative strategies” (Vang 
2016, 30–31).

Feminist epistemology constitutes ways of knowing that push the bound-
aries of presumed knowledge about  women, showing that feminist politics 
are about asserting  women’s knowledge. Citing Trinh T. Minh- ha’s caution 
that the label “feminism tends to become an occupied territory,” Basuli Deb 
(2016, 183) explains that “occupied territory refers to epistemological vio-
lence: the proclamation of authority over feminist knowledge by the global 
North.” While the label of feminism can reproduce inequalities across racial 
and geopo liti cal bound aries, “pushing the limits of feminist epistemology” 
can enable “new knowledge about the other and new definitions of trans-
national feminist solidarity politics” (Deb 2016, 183). And as Alexander 
notes, summoning “subordinated knowledges that are produced in the con-
text of the practices of marginalization” might help to “destabilize existing 
practices of knowing and thus cross the fictive bound aries of exclusion and 
marginalization” (7). Hence, rethinking what is considered acceptable 
knowledge and practices of care has the potential to not only shape institu-
tional standards but bridge diff er ent feminist formations.

“HELP  PEOPLE NOT TO DIE”: PALEE MOUA

During one of our first meetings, Moua explained that she became a com-
munity health equity and cultural advocate  because Hmong  people had died 
enough in Laos during and  after the war, and she wanted to “help  people 
not die”  here in the United States due to lack of access to resources and insti-
tutional policies and practices. She also wanted to help  women access 
proper healthcare. When she arrived in the United States in 1976, she felt 
embarrassed talking about  family planning and  women’s health issues 
through her husband and a male interpreter, and she knew that other 
Hmong  women felt the same way. She wanted to interpret for  these  women 
so that they did not have to discuss  women’s health issues through a male 
interpreter with a healthcare provider (Moua 2015). The contexts of war, 
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genocide, and migration combined with racialized experiences in the United 
States situate refugee concerns at the intersection of  Women of Color poli-
tics and Asian American issues.

Health became a way to mea sure the strain refugees and immigrants put 
on communities and institutions, as well as an indicator of their integra-
tion into their new society writ large. In a Los Angeles Times story on the 
resettlement of seven thousand Southeast Asian refugees in the Linda Vista 
community of San Diego, Robert Montemayor focused on how the influx 
of refugees displaced the community’s white, Black, and Mexican Ameri-
can residents from housing and social ser vices, especially healthcare at the 
Linda Vista Health Care Center. The clinic became a mea sure of the impact 
of the refugees on the community, especially when it reported an estimated 
1,300 encounters with patients each month. Facing rising tensions among 
Linda Vista’s existing communities, clinic director Roberta Feinberg 
explained that “the refugees had so many health prob lems when they came 
in that we had to give them acute care.” The clinic’s director of the psycho- 
social division, Jean Nidorf, further elaborated that  these refugee health 
prob lems included inactive tuberculosis, chronic intestinal parasites, ane-
mia, skin conditions, dental issues, acute depression, and anxiety (Mon-
temayor 1980). This story reveals not only the burden of refugees but also 
their neediness,  because they arrive with chronic diseases and acute psy-
chological issues. The refugee is already marked as an unhealthy body 
needing medical care. Immigration scholars have noted how such health 
screenings at the US borders and within communities racially defined 
immigrants’ entry and communities of color fit for citizenship.8

However, this medicalization of refugees did not begin upon their arrival 
in the United States. In fact, a significant ele ment of refugee pro cessing 
involved health screenings for chronic diseases such as tuberculosis and sex-
ually transmitted diseases, as well as drug use. For Hmong refugees who 
practice polygamy, refugee pro cessing also involved forcing them to choose 
one wife, which brought the management of sexuality into the realm of 
health regulations. Whereas such health screenings impacted both men and 
 women, forced sterilization of refugee  women in addition to the vio lence 
and death caused by war links refugee  women’s concerns with  those of 
 Women of Color. Forced sterilizations of refugee  women, mostly Viet nam-
ese, occurred in Refugee Relocation Centers at US military bases through-
out the United States. A memorandum, dated September  2, 1975, from 
Interagency Task Force for Indochina director Julia Vadala Taft to the se nior 
civilian coordinators at  these relocation centers communicated the 
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Department of State’s policy to postpone all nontherapeutic sterilizations 
of refugees  until families had been resettled “into a more normal living sit-
uation.” The policy also reinforced the secretary of state’s “moratorium on 
nontherapeutic sterilizations of minors and legally incompetent individu-
als” (Taft 1975b). That such a memo existed in the refugee resettlement task 
force files revealed the prevalence of nontherapeutic sterilizations, which 
 were done not to maintain the health and well- being of the individual but 
to forcibly reduce the number of refugee  children. Even more disconcert-
ing, relocation center volunteers and staff took it upon themselves to make 
 these decisions in the refugees’ supposed best interest.  These forced steril-
izations often occurred with insufficient medical care (Taft 1975c).

Refugees  were subjected to the logic of genocide both in war time and in 
the resettlement pro cess. By December 22, 1975, the Task Force rec ords 
showed three abortions at Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, and fifty- seven at 
Camp Pendleton, while the US Public Health Ser vice performed twenty- 
one abortions at Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania (Taft 1975a).9 No funds 
 were earmarked for abortions or forced sterilizations, and only medical 
costs for the termination of pregnancies  were reported in the expenditures. 
Hence,  there was no rec ord of  these medical procedures, and it was easy for 
Task Force officials as well as House Representatives to justify the abortions 
that did happen.  These sterilization practices show how the state and its 
apparatuses predominate in refugee rescue and care. More poignantly,  these 
sterilizations of refugee  women revealed the connection among race, gender, 
and reproduction control as a larger issue of racist vio lence perpetuated 
against  Women of Color.10

The management of refugee bodies necessitated that refugee activists’ 
work, like that of Moua, mediate the impact of medicalization on refugee 
 women. Moua has spent the forty years since her arrival in the United States 
helping the Hmong refugee community navigate US institutions, working 
especially with  women and their access to healthcare. She arrived at the age 
of twenty with her husband, Dan Moua, and three  children, landing in 
Richmond,  Virginia, in 1976, and moving to Merced in 1977. Moua was born 
in Xieng Khouang province and attended primary school in Vientiane, 
Laos, learning Lao and French. Like many Southeast Asian refugee fami-
lies in the late 1970s and 1980s, Moua’s  family moved a second time to 
Planada, California, a farming community outside Merced, to re unite with 
extended  family and pursue farming. She was part of the first wave of 
Hmong families to relocate to California’s Central Valley in search of bet-
ter opportunities.  These Hmong families lived in mi grant camps with 
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Mexican farmworkers and worked alongside them. In Planada, Moua got 
her first job as a child- care provider at a daycare for  children of mi grant 
workers, Hmong and Mexican.

 After the farm  labor season ended, the Hmong families relocated to Mer-
ced, where Moua took En glish classes at Merced College and started work-
ing at the local health clinic in its  Women, Infants, and  Children (WIC) 
program. In this capacity, Moua became an interpreter for Hmong fami-
lies, especially for Hmong  women accessing  family planning and prenatal 
care.  Because  there  were few Hmong who knew En glish, Moua and her hus-
band, then a young  couple in their mid twenties, stepped up to help: “I went 
to help in the hospital and the social ser vice agency while my husband 
helped at the social ser vice agency and at the court.” She explains: “The more 
you help, the more you saw the prob lems so you learned that . . .  it  will not 
work if I say it this way, I should say it like this. So I slowly learned to fix 
and change phrases” (Moua 2016).  Here, Moua explains how she changed 
language phrasing to convey the social context of care rather than inter-
pret words directly.

Between 2000 to 2013, Moua created institutional change in her work for 
Healthy House as the director of case management, director of cultural bro-
kerage, director of cultural ser vices, the community liaison for the Sha-
man Proj ect, and an interpreter. She is currently the director of Southeast 
Asian community engagement for the Building Healthy Communities 
Health Equity Proj ect and a special proj ect coordinator for the  Human Ser-
vices Agency of Merced County. Through her work, Moua has developed a 
Hmong glossary for health- related terminology, led the chronic disease 
community health education, developed the shaman training curriculum, 
and trained interpreter trainers. As the curriculum developer and trainer 
for both the interpreter training and Partners in Healing programs, Moua 
advocated for the centralization of Hmong knowledge and social context 
to effectively bridge communities and institutions.

THE LANGUAGE OF CARE: TRANSLATING KNOWLEDGE  
AND WORLDVIEWS

The first hour of the workshop I observed was devoted to discussing chronic 
diseases; the second hour focused on cancer. According to research on Asian 
Americans, Hmong have the highest incidence of cancers, including naso-
pharynx, stomach, liver, larynx, non- Hodgkin lymphoma, cervical, and leu-
kemia. Again, shamans are encouraged to refer their patients for cancer 
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screenings and visits to their doctors. The shamans can reassure their 
patients that they  will perform shaman rituals at home or at the hospital 
once the doctors have prescribed a treatment plan. Moua estimates that 
trained shamans refer 80  percent of their patients to doctors. In fact, a sha-
man who completed the program revealed to Moua that once he started 
referring his patients to the doctor, “eighty  percent of my patients never 
come back to see me” (quoted by Moua 2016). The shaman is the first per-
son that Hmong individuals see— for  those who still practice shamanism. 
S/he encounters the patient first and determines a diagnosis or treatment 
plan and  whether or not that plan should involve a doctor. “It is not [only] 
the shaman who should refer a patient,” Moua said. “The doctor must also 
refer.” As an example, patients suffering from tuberculosis and soul loss both 
experience night sweating. If a doctor has conducted X- rays and other tests 
but cannot make a conclusive diagnosis, s/he should refer the patient to a 
shaman,  because this patient may be suffering from soul loss. In this way, 
sickness from dab/spirit and chronic disease is “very close” (Moua 2016).

Moua’s integral and interrelated work with interpreting and shaman 
training programs demonstrates a “bottom-up” feminist refugee approach 
that centers Hmong refugee language and knowledge. Although not a sha-
man, Moua has a deep understanding of shaman practices so that she is able 
to “place the words together” to interpret their meanings in language, both 
Hmong and En glish (Moua 2016). One shaman ascertained that Moua is a 
shaman ambassador. A shaman ambassador does not perform shaman ritu-
als per se but is  there to “balance  things so they exist in harmony/sib haum 
xeeb” (Moua 2016). Moua’s translation of Hmong knowledge and worldview 
establishes a language of care that focuses not on how language and termi-
nology can accurately and directly convey meaning from one language to 
another but on how to communicate one’s worldview about care. The lan-
guage of care is a feminist refugee epistemology that focuses on refugee well- 
being as a politics of hope and survival rather than on the refugee as a social 
and po liti cal prob lem.

Language (and terminology) has been a noted barrier to Hmong patient/
refugee access to healthcare in two ways: it limits communication between 
doctors and patients, and even if they can communicate through an inter-
preter, the unequal En glish and Hmong terminology means that  there is 
insufficient language to convey ailments Hmong patients experience. Due 
to this language issue, healthcare and social ser vice professionals assume 
that Hmong do not have words for En glish medical terms. According to 
Moua, a colleague who helped develop the Partners in Healing program 
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often remarks to the professionals: “Oh, Hmong  don’t have the word, Hmong 
 don’t have the terminology, no, Hmong  don’t have any word.” This ingrained 
belief about a Hmong lack of language informs interactions not only between 
patients and doctors but also between refugee activists and their white col-
leagues. Part of the refugee activist’s advocacy for the language of care 
occurs in the context of program building and teachable moments with 
colleagues.

Language barriers have direct consequences for patients  because they 
compound doctors’ dislike of Hmong. Since a standard Hmong healthcare 
terminology has yet to be developed and the doctor already has a negative 
perception of Hmong patients, “when you go interpret for a Hmong patient, 
the doctor is usually upset at us  because each Hmong person interprets dif-
ferently” (Moua 2016). As such, popu lar and academic repre sen ta tions of 
“cultural clashes” that highlight the conflict between a backward Hmong 
medicine and epistemology and a progressive Western/US medical regime11 
actually point to the unequal gendered racial context of refugee and immi-
grant health.

Language, often viewed from an institutional perspective as a barrier to 
refugee and immigrant health, also fails to convey  these groups’ ways of 
knowing, their sources of knowledge, or their worldviews. An exchange 
between Moua and her colleague regarding the shaman program revealed 
that the lack of language and terminology worked both ways:

When I started developing the shaman program, I would ask her for the 
En glish word for Hmong words that I described to her.

She said, “Oh no, Americans  don’t have  those words” [laughing].
I said, “Okay, now we balance out.” I said frankly, “Now you know, 

huh?” They think that we have few words and the language is not equiva-
lent to En glish. So when we developed the shaman program . . .  I noted 
the difference as I translated the curriculum.

She said, “Now I know that the world is not the same one as I thought I 
knew” [laughing]. (Moua 2016, emphasis added).

This colleague’s statement that the world is not how she thought reveals how 
translating shaman practices for the development of the shaman program 
exposes the privileging of Western/US concepts of health and care as fun-
damental to traditional interpreting methods. While interpreting practices 
showed a lack of Hmong equivalents for En glish and medical terminology, 
the development of the shaman program revealed that En glish often lacks 
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equivalents for Hmong terminology,  because the program asserts a Hmong 
epistemology about how care involves the well- meaning language of rela-
tionships and refugee knowledge.

A language of care emphasizes the importance of social relationships to 
 counter individualized notions of care. In training doctors to work with 
interpreters, Moua explained, “Look, we Hmong build a set of relationship 
titles. When I see a younger or older  uncle, I  don’t say ‘you, you, me, me,’ 
right? I say, ‘ Uncle, the doctor asks you to do this.’ ”  These relationship titles 
establish a communal and kinship connection that disrupts the “you” and 
“I” individualized relation and decenters the doctor as the source of knowl-
edge. “First person  doesn’t work for Hmong,” Moua exclaims. “For exam-
ple, if I say, you go get your blood drawn, your stool shows that you have a 
health prob lem so I  will have you go take an X- ray . . .  so if I say ‘I, I’ or ‘you, 
you,’ it  doesn’t make sense, right?” (emphasis added). She elaborates on the 
need to switch between the first and third person: “You must be the doctor 
to say to the patient, ‘I can see that this  will be an issue of concern  later on, 
so you must go [get an X- ray],  Uncle [txiv hlob], you must go.’ ” Moua affirms 
to the Hmong patient that the doctor did indeed call him  uncle even though 
she is the one who used the term. She understands her role as translating 
social contexts and building relationships between the doctor and patient 
in the interest of helping Hmong patients (Moua 2016).

The importance of social relationships in providing care draws from 
Hmong social and kinship systems. The interpreter must switch between 
the  first and third person and address Hmong patients by their titles as 
 uncle, auntie, grandma, or grandpa  because s/he has a relationship with the 
patient,  whether it is formal or not. The patient  will address the inter-
preter as  daughter, son, or daughter- in- law, so it is impor tant to build upon 
established Hmong knowledge and social relationships. Moua (2016) explains: 
“When you go interpret, they [Hmong patients] call you daughter- in- law, 
right? So you must use mother in law or older/younger aunt [to address 
them], right? When they arrive [at the doctor’s office], they address you 
directly, ‘Daughter- in- law, come help me!’ Ma, you know that it’s very diffi-
cult. It’s up to me, right? If I  don’t know how to build their relationship and 
communication,  they’re not  going to have a good relationship.”

To establish trust, the interpreter builds and maintains a relationship 
between the doctor and patient. Sometimes when the patient asks Moua 
why the doctor is upset with her/him, she explains in an honest and “nice 
way” but never directly: “The doctor is upset at you  because the doctor 
is very worried about you. S/he is very worried about you  because s/he 
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worries about your illness, but you have not taken the medi cation that 
 s/ he prescribed” (Moua 2016).

The language of care Moua developed affirms the value of social connec-
tions in providing care and mediates diff er ent practices of healing and care 
across institutional, belief, and language barriers. The shaman curriculum 
trains shamans and doctors that their care should complement each other, 
not take away the other’s effectiveness and value. The distinct but comple-
mentary roles of shamans and doctors mean that shamans heal the spirit 
and soul whereas doctors heal the physical body. Like doctors who special-
ize in diff er ent parts of the body, shamans have diff er ent expertise. The sha-
man’s expertise depends on her/his energy’s ability to flow and connect 
with that of the patient. As an example, Moua makes clear to the doctors to 
not presume gender preference in referring Hmong patients to shamans. 
Although gender in equality exists, shaman healing does not operate along 
gender lines: “Do not think that a male shaman  will be able to better heal a 
male patient, no. Maybe calling upon a man shaman  will not work, but a 
 woman shaman may be better able to heal the male patient” (Moua 2016). 
In turn, doctors at Mercy Hospital have made an effort to explain to their 
residents, since adoption of the shaman policy, that once a shaman has 
arrived to treat a patient, the doctors and nurses should allow the shaman 
to do her/his work before they continue with medical procedures. In this 
complementary practice, it is believed that the shaman’s work to call the 
patient’s soul back to be with the body  will make medi cations more effec-
tive, and patients  will heal faster from surgeries (Moua 2016).

CONCLUSION

Care for refugees involves more than just survival from vio lence and dis-
placement. It means attending to the health and well- being of a commu-
nity in a way that incorporates its knowledge and understanding of self and 
community. Though refugees escaped military vio lence, they are often sub-
jected to state and institutional vio lence during and  after the resettlement 
pro cess. Rather than excavate the institutional side of care, this chapter has 
focused on the refugee perspective and one refugee activist’s efforts to help 
her community “not die” anymore  after war and displacement by creating 
programmatic changes that incorporate refugee epistemology. By theoriz-
ing and enacting an ethnography of care and well- being, my research and 
analy sis of refugee activism conjoins critical feminist epistemologies with 
feminist refugee praxis to center alternative ways of knowing and being.
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I have argued that refugee activism helps “ people not die” by employing 
a language of care. The language of care is the refugee activist’s assertion of 
her expertise to create accessible care that focuses not only on the individ-
ual but on a community’s well- being. It is a feminist refugee epistemology 
and a decolonial praxis of building an archive of terminology that centers 
community relations and Hmong refugee knowledge. As a refugee activist, 
Moua advocated for the Partners in Healing program: “I’m so proud of 
myself for what I have done since  there is no other program,  there is only 
this program in the nation. . . .  I see how we have helped our Hmong  people 
and help Hmong to have face and value” (Moua 2016). The program and 
hospital policy, along with the interpreting programs, have created tremen-
dous changes in how Hmong view Western medicine and US institutions, 
as well as how doctors view their Hmong patients.

It is impor tant to note the precarious position of programs that address 
the concerns of communities of color. For instance, the Partners in Heal-
ing program is only partially institutionalized, even though it has received 
institutional and national recognition. It always  faces the risk of losing 
grant funding and institutional or orga nizational stability. Even though 
the hospital has  adopted the shaman policy, it minimally funds the train-
ing program. Only a portion of Moua’s time is funded. The policy’s exis-
tence can also reinforce ideas about racial difference. Moua explained 
that the program was  adopted  because “ others view Hmong and their 
shamans as stupid  people who do not know anything so they need to 
learn to open their minds, right?” This exceptionalizing of Hmong racial 
backwardness is coterminous with the success of the program. Further-
more, the policy’s existence overshadows other attempts at spiritual heal-
ing by Native American communities in the region. Rather than rely on 
institutional support, such programs may benefit from concerted femi-
nist solidarity efforts that affirm the activism of  Women of Color and 
refugee/immigrant  women to insist on community health and knowledge 
as a part of  women’s care. It is more crucial than ever to continue to center 
local knowledges and non- Western languages to understand what care 
and well- being looks like for  those who  were never meant to survive  under 
US/Eu ro pean empire.12

NOTES

Acknowl edgments: I thank Palee Moua for sharing her knowledge and time with me. 
She spent many hours explaining her extensive work to bridge the Hmong community 
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and local institutions in Merced. She also made time to carefully read through drafts of 
this chapter to clarify information. Any  mistakes, however, are my own.
1 Healthy House was founded in 1998 by Marilyn Mochel, a registered nurse. Its goal 

was to improve the health of  people throughout Merced by providing interpretive 
ser vices at medical facilities and trying to close the gap between Hmong beliefs and 
Western medicine. Its top funders as of 2012 included Mercy Medical Center, the 
California Endowment, and the California Wellness Foundation. For more about 
Healthy House, see Amaro 2012. Moua, through her vari ous roles for Healthy House 
as the director of case management, cultural brokerage, and cultural ser vices, as well 
as an interpreter, co- created the program with Marilyn Mochel. The program is 
focused on sharing knowledge and skills and respecting shamans as healers to 
bridge the gap in healthcare access for Hmong patients.

2 Janice Wilkerson, the hospital’s director of mission integration co- wrote this sha-
man policy, for which the hospital gained national attention for its innovative 
approach to incorporating patients’ beliefs. For information about the hospital pol-
icy, see “Hospital’s Shaman Program a Success” (2010).

3 The published scholarship about the Partners in Healing program and Hmong 
healthcare in Merced take a biomedical and institutional approach that misses the 
opportunity to address how community activists and interpreters help Hmong 
patients access healthcare. See Helsel, Mochel, and Bauer (2004) and Warner and 
Mochel (1998). This chapter centers the role of the key community/refugee activist 
involved in the everyday work of developing the program, training shamans and 
doctors, and interacting with patients and hospital staff— all to ensure the health 
and well- being of Hmong who encounter healthcare institutions and providers.

4 For more on race and community cultural wealth, see Yosso (2005).
5 Theorizing feminist refugee epistemology is, as Espiritu and Duong (2018, 610) note, 

itself a feminist collaboration in the “formation of ideas and arguments.” FRE is a 
critical concept of the Critical Refugee Studies Collective, of which Espiritu, Duong, 
and myself, with Mohamed Abumaye, Victor Bascera, Nigel Hatton, Lila Sharif, and 
Khatharya Um, are founding members. I further collaborate with Moua as a refugee 
activist to engage with a feminist refugee analy sis of refugee “social reproduction 
and innovation” in the everyday (588).

6 A Hmong American health advocate and activist remarked that when she started 
her community- based Proj ect Prevention to promote awareness around hepatitis B 
and encourage Hmong to seek screenings and treatment, her group initially 
approached the clan leaders to inform families about the disease and the activities of 
the group.  Because hepatitis B significantly impacts Hmong communities but is 
rarely discussed, and clan leaders, who are all men,  were assumed to have authority 
and influence over their respective clans (extended families), this activist and her 
group thought they could capitalize on this existing social structure to promote 
health and well- being in the Hmong community. However, they learned that clan 
leaders do not talk to the families they represent about health and well- being, focus-
ing instead on issues such as cultural practices, economic mobility, and education. It 
is actually the shamans, the traditional spiritual healers, who exert influence in 
health and well- being  because Hmong who still practice shamanism seek advice 
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from shamans over the clan leaders. Although it is known that shamans have this 
influence, the emphasis on clan politics has obscured this practice.

7 The shaman program and hospital policy had significant  legal and social impacts for 
shamans. Hmong shamans and Hmong families practicing shaman rituals faced 
social stigmatization and  legal consequences for violating city ordinances against 
having live animals within city limits and for noise complaints. Residents viewed the 
practice as backward and premodern, calling for Hmong refugees to “return to Laos 
if they  couldn’t adhere to the American way” (Arax 1995). Authorities in Fresno, 
Merced, and Stockton renewed enforcement of city ordinances that prohibited rais-
ing and slaughtering pigs and chickens to curtail Hmong religious practices (Arax 
1995).  These religious practices  were blamed for Hmong “cultural clashes” with the 
US health system and led to enactment of a law further disparaging shaman prac-
tices. The program and policy have allowed participants to help in court proceedings 
regarding citations of animal cruelty. In addition, shamans receive social and insti-
tutional recognition for their work. Shamans who completed the training program 
received certificates of recognition from the hospital, the mayor, the city council, the 
county board of supervisors, and other local organ izations. They also received a 
badge that they carry with them when treating patients in the hospital.  These docu-
ments offer shamans social acknowl edgment of their impor tant roles in improving 
the lives of Hmong communities and institutional recognition for their work as 
healers.

8 See Luibhéid (2002), Shah (2001), Molina (2006), and Park (2011).
9  These military bases as temporary relocation centers mostly  housed Viet nam ese ref-

ugees. For more on how refugees are routed through military bases, see Espiritu 
(2014).

10 For more on state control of  Women of Color reproductive rights, see Roberts (1997, 
2000), Nelson (2003), and Ross et al. (2016).

11 For popu lar repre sen ta tions, see Fadiman (1997) and episodes from the tele vi sion 
shows Doogie Howser, M.D. (season 3, episode 4), Grey’s Anatomy (season 2, episode 
5), and House (season 8, episode 18).

12 I thank Shireen Roshanravan for underscoring this impor tant point in my work.
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CHAPTER 9

NEGOTIATING LEGACIES

The “Traffic in  Women” and the Politics of  
Filipina/o American Feminist Solidarity

gina velasco

I wait in the audience as National Heroes ,  a dramatic 
vignette presented at the 2006 Pilipino Cultural Night (PCN) per for mance, 
[Re]creation, at the University of California at Berkeley, begins with a 
completely  silent, dark stage. I am surrounded by hundreds of ex pec tant 
Filipina/o American students and their families,  eager to witness this annual 
per for mance of Filipina/o American culture, which is repeated on college 
and high school campuses across the West Coast.1 As I wait in the dark, the 
figures on stage are lit sequentially. One by one, the characters’ tear- streaked 
 faces become vis i ble. The main character, a Filipina mi grant domestic 
worker named Baby, cries out, “This is not my country. This is not my 
home. This is not my  family. This is not my  daughter. My  daughter is far 
away, sick, dreaming of me holding her in my arms. Yet I hold someone  else’s 
child. It does not  matter how much my bones ache, or that I am so tired. I  will 
work as hard as I can to pay for her school, and her medicine, and her clothes” 
(Pilipino American Alliance 2006).

This emotional monologue implicitly references the broader discourse 
of the “traffic in  women,” through which Filipina/o gendered  labor migra-
tion is figured in Filipina/o diasporic culture. As the characters on stage, 
Baby and Flor, tearfully describe the pain of  family separation, the young 
Filipina/o Americans in the audience are introduced to the con temporary 
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crisis of the Philippine nation: outward  labor migration, in the form of 
maids, nannies, nurses, and sex workers who provide devalued  labor for a 
global economy. Vignettes such as National Heroes teach young Filipina/o 
Americans about the Philippine nation’s reliance on overseas  labor migra-
tion. National Heroes describes the lives of two Filipina domestic helpers 
working abroad, Flor and Baby. The themes of familial separation and sac-
rifice structure the narrative of National Heroes. Flor must work to support 
her sick  mother and son in the Philippines, and Baby must pay for medi-
cine and healthcare for her sick  daughter. While Baby takes care of her 
employer’s child, her interaction with her own  daughter is limited to trans-
national phone calls. The figure of the exploited mi grant worker, often rep-
resented through the discourse of the “traffic in  women,” is central to the 
diasporic imagination offered in National Heroes. Through National Heroes, 
the primarily Filipina/o American audience members are introduced to the 
material real ity of the Philippine nation  under cap i tal ist globalization, in 
which mi grant workers provide flexible, gendered  labor for the Global 
North.2

Filipina/o diasporic cultural production, such as the National Heroes 
vignette, reflects the broader discourses through which Filipina/o diasporic 
solidarity is  imagined. The figure of the Filipina “trafficked  woman” is 
essential to the emergence of Filipina/o American feminism. I argue that 
two key characteristics of Filipina/o American feminisms are the strug gle 
against the hyperexploitation of gendered Filipina/o  labor  under cap i tal ist 
globalization; and an explic itly anti- imperialist framework that foregrounds 
the vio lence of US imperialism as the key historical condition of possibility 
for Filipinas/os in the United States. I consider Filipina/o American femi-
nisms within a transnational frame, as one node in the broader constella-
tion of Filipina/o diasporic feminisms.3 Galvanized around transnational 
po liti cal campaigns against “sex- trafficking,” as well as  labor abuses of Fili-
pina mi grant workers, Filipina diasporic feminisms critique the gendered 
effects of globalization and the afterlives of US empire.4

From scholarship on gendered  labor migration to the work of Filipina/o 
American feminist organ izations, such as GABRIELA USA and Af3irm, the 
“traffic in  women” discourse is central to Filipina/o diasporic feminisms. 
Feminist scholars in Philippine studies, such as Neferti Tadiar (2004), argue 
that the figure of the Filipina mi grant worker stands in for the subordina-
tion of the Philippine nation in the global cap i tal ist order. Feminist social 
scientists in Filipina/o American studies, such as Robyn Rodriguez (2010) 
and Ana Guevarra (2010), detail the ways the Philippine nation acts as a 
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labor- brokerage state, exporting the gendered  labor of Filipina maids, nan-
nies, nurses, and sex workers. In both scholarly and activist articulations 
of Filipina/o diasporic feminisms, the figure of the Filipina mi grant worker 
is often collapsed with the figure of the trafficked  woman. Many Filipina/o 
American activists use the discourse of trafficking to refer to the coercive 
and exploitative  labor conditions that Filipina/o mi grants experience more 
broadly, not necessarily within sex work. From the former Gabriela Net-
work’s (now Af3irm) long- standing Purple Rose Campaign against sex traf-
ficking to Filipina/o American organ izations, such as Damayan, that focus 
on the rights of mi grant domestic workers, the discourse of trafficking is a 
central rhetorical and analytical framework through which transnational 
Filipina/o feminist solidarity is articulated.5

Focused on the figure of the Filipina “trafficked  woman” in both schol-
arly and popu lar feminisms, this essay examines the politics of Filipina/o 
American diasporic feminist solidarity. I ask how Filipina/o American fem-
inists can participate in transnational movements against the exploitation 
of gendered Philippine  labor  under cap i tal ist globalization without repro-
ducing problematic state discourses of the “traffic in  women,” such as the 
US Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA), which has had negative 
material effects on the lives of mi grant workers.6 To do so, I put into con-
versation transnational feminist and  Women of Color feminist critiques of 
the repre sen ta tion of the Third World  woman worker with a consideration 
of the politics of diasporic solidarity.7 I consider the distinctions and con-
vergences between transnational feminisms and  Women of Color femi-
nisms, exploring how each theoretical framework allows for an analy sis of 
the politics of Filipina/o diasporic feminist solidarity, given the pervasive 
discourse of the “traffic in  women,” as well as the implications for a broader 
notion of Asian American feminisms. I ground my analy sis in  Women of 
Color feminisms’ emphasis on a co ali tional politics based on shared po liti-
cal goals rather than an essentializing notion of sameness (Moraga and 
Anzaldúa 2002; Lorde 2010).

In par tic u lar, I emphasize the dual positionality of Filipina/o Americans, 
often perceived as inheritors of US capital, as well as interlocutors between 
the feminized Philippines and the masculine power of US imperialism and 
militarism.8 Situated between US empire and Philippine revolutionary 
nationalisms, the Filipina/o American feminist is located in the belly of the 
beast, even as she is an impor tant actor in transnational po liti cal movements 
against US imperialism and cap i tal ist globalization. I write from the 
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position of a queer, Filipina American scholar- activist who is both deeply 
committed to and implicated in Filipina/o diasporic feminist social move-
ments, as well as attentive to the risky politics of repre sen ta tion in the traf-
fic in  women discourse. I thus situate my scholarly voice within, not apart 
from, the following debates.

The traffic in  women discourse has been a thorny subject of debate in 
transnational feminist theory for some time. Within the broader sex wars 
of feminism, along with debates on pornography, the traffic in  women dis-
course has galvanized fierce debates about the legitimacy of sex work ver-
sus the forced  labor of trafficking. Transnational feminist scholars have 
critiqued the repre sen ta tion of “trafficked  women” as victims, contesting 
the broader repre sen ta tion of the Third World  woman worker in Western 
feminism as lacking agency and in need of rescue.9 Indeed, the figure of the 
“trafficked  woman” has been essential to broader transnational feminist 
organ izing, and to Filipina/o American solidarity organ izing in par tic u lar. 
As Mina Roces has noted in the context of  women’s movements in the Phil-
ippines, the Filipina trafficked  woman is an impor tant figure in feminist 
narratives that critique the prostitution of Filipina  women in the global sex 
trade.10 Roces (2012, 66) notes that “the dominant narrative is that prosti-
tution is identified as VAW [vio lence against  women] and not sex work.”

Although many Filipina/o American feminist groups have orga-
nizational and material ties to  women’s movements in the Philippines, 
Filipina/o American feminists must also contend with the effects of the 
traffic in  women discourse deployed by the US state, given the passage of 
the Trafficking Victims Protection Act in 2000. The US state discourse of 
sex trafficking bolsters distinctions between US citizens and nonnationals, 
drawing on implicitly racialized and gendered notions of citizenship. 
Filipina/o American feminists’ use of the traffic in  women discourse must be 
situated within the broader US discursive landscape of popu lar and state dis-
courses about trafficking, which feminist scholar Julietta Hua (2011, xix) 
argues are constituted by “government documents, media coverage, aca-
demic studies, and nonprofit, nongovernmental lit er a tures.” She describes 
the way images of sex workers construct racialized and gendered notions of 
US national belonging (7). As Hua notes, US “state documents dispropor-
tionately represent trafficking victims as immigrants— nonnationals who are 
outside the normative par ameters of national citizenship” (72). While pas-
sage of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) has discursively 
constructed the “trafficked  woman” as a racialized Other within US racial 
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formations, it has also had negative material effects on the lives of Filipina/o 
mi grant workers in other national sites of Filipina/o transnational migra-
tion, such as Japan.

While legislation like the TVPA promises to protect victims, state anti-
trafficking discourses often limit the transnational mobility of mi grants. 
The material effects of antitrafficking legislation are a key context for 
situating Filipina/o diasporic feminists’ use of the traffic in  women dis-
course. Sociologist Rhacel Salazar Parreñas (2008, 137) notes that anti-
trafficking laws have led to increased migration restrictions specifically 
for  women, often resulting in increased vulnerability and exploitation 
for Filipina mi grant workers. Filipina entertainers in Japan have specifi-
cally been targeted as “trafficked persons.” In her ethnography of Fili-
pina entertainers / bar workers in Japan, Parreñas argues that the TVPA 
has led to increased requirements for professional training of Filipina 
entertainers by the Philippine state and necessitated working with mid-
dlemen brokers in the Philippines (137). According to Parreñas, the debt 
incurred by Filipina entertainers required to undergo expensive “profes-
sional” training by Philippine middleman brokers constitutes a form of 
debt bondage that amounts to coerced  labor (157). Thus, the very laws that 
attempt to prevent trafficking of Filipina/os may actually lead to conditions 
of forced  labor.

State and nongovernmental discourses of trafficking that focus almost 
exclusively on sex trafficking, equating all forms of sex work with sex traf-
ficking, have negative material effects on the lives of mi grant workers more 
broadly. In contrast to the dominant discourse of sex trafficking, feminist 
sociologist Kamala Kempadoo (2005, xvii) argues that the majority of traf-
ficking occurs in the hospitality, manufacturing, and ser vice industries, not 
in the sex industry. However, in the dominant discourse of sex trafficking, 
voluntary prostitution is linked to sex trafficking, which is framed within 
a moralizing discourse that Denise Brennan (2010, 143) calls a “sex panic.” 
Brennan argues that the overemphasis on sex trafficking in antitrafficking 
efforts has resulted in less effort focused on other forms of forced  labor (141). 
For example, in 2004, all but one of the fifty- nine prosecutions brought 
against traffickers involved sexual exploitation (142). In addition, the TVPA 
Reauthorization Acts of 2003 and 2005 incorporated an antiprostitution gag 
rule, which prohibited international NGOs from receiving US funding 
 unless they have a policy explic itly opposing sex work (Chang and Kim 
2007, 3). This has alienated sex workers from anti- AIDS/HIV efforts and 
prevented sex workers from protecting their sexual health, as healthcare 
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workers and social ser vice providers are required to denounce sex work to 
receive US funding (Chang and Kim 2007, 15).

In addition, US law enforcement’s “raid and rescue” approach to traf-
ficking has led to increased criminalization and detention of immigrants. 
For example, Grace Chang and Kathleen Kim (2007, 11) note that a 2005 
“raid and rescue” case, dubbed Operation Gilded Cage, involved raiding 
ten brothels in San Francisco, leading to the “rescue” of 120 mi grant  women. 
However,  after questioning the  women and finding out that they  were 
voluntary participants in sex work, and thus not  legal victims of traffick-
ing, federal officials placed them in immigration detention. Mi grants who 
identify themselves as voluntary or consenting participants in their migra-
tion or employment at any point are deemed ineligible for benefits  under 
T- visas as  legal victims of trafficking. US law enforcement’s “prosecutorial 
focus of sex trafficking alienates mi grant rights advocates, who fear that 
antitrafficking work invites excessive prosecution in immigrant commu-
nities while ignoring the harm  these communities face as exploited work-
ers in domestic work, agricultural work, and in industrial and factory 
work” (Chang and Kim 2007, 5).

This overemphasis on sex trafficking is characteristic of some Filipina/o 
American feminist po liti cal campaigns as well. For example, Af3irm’s Pur-
ple Rose Campaign uses a discursive framework that equates trafficking 
with sexual vio lence. As one of the oldest Filipina/o American feminist 
organ izations, Af3irm (previously GabNet) has played a significant histori-
cal role in the development of Filipina/o American feminisms.11 Af3irm’s 
website describes the Purple Rose Campaign: “We renew our resolve and 
push forward as the Purple Rose Campaign evolves to encompass sex traf-
ficking and mail order brides into a nationally- coordinated campaign 
against sexual vio lence  towards and commodification of transnational/
women of color” (Af3irm 2014).

Although Mina Roces (2012, 66) has noted that the discourse of sex work 
as a form of sexual vio lence— often equated with migration practices 
such as correspondence marriage (“mail order brides”)—is a dominant nar-
rative in  women’s movements in the Philippines, this discourse has been 
critiqued by some transnational feminist and Filipina/o American femi-
nist scholars as moralistic and implicitly anti– sex worker (Kempadoo 
2001; Boris, Gilmore, and Parreñas 2010; Brennan 2010). Given the broader 
debates on trafficking and sex work among both Philippine feminists and 
Filipina/o feminists in the diaspora, my intention is not to malign the efforts 
of Af3irm, or other organ izations concerned with the welfare of Filipina 
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sex workers, but to emphasize how, as Filipina/o American feminist activ-
ists and scholars, our use of the discourse of sex trafficking may buttress 
US state policies that result in increased detention, deportation, and harm 
to mi grant workers.

In contrast to a moralistic framework that equates all forms of gendered 
 labor with sexual  labor and thus sexual vio lence, a discursive and material 
shift is necessary to safeguard mi grant workers’ rights. Damayan, a New 
York City– based workers’ rights organ ization, focuses on domestic  labor 
exploitation, not prostitution, in its antitrafficking campaign, Baklas: Break 
 Free from  Labor Trafficking and Modern Day Slavery, which is co- 
organized by the feminist organ ization  Women Or ga nized to Resist and 
Defend (WORD). Rather than focus exclusively on sexual  labor or pros-
titution, Damayan looks at cases such as that of Dema Ramos, “a domestic 
worker, who was trafficked to the US by a Kuwaiti diplomat, and labored as a 
domestic worker in the  house hold, where she was forced to work at least 
18 hours a day, seven days a week with no days off, for approximately 69 cents 
per hour” (Damayan 2016). Although not explic itly framed in feminist 
terms, campaigns such as Damayan’s Baklas antitrafficking campaign are 
implicitly feminist in that they strug gle against the coercive working condi-
tions of forms of gendered  labor— domestic  labor— that can rightly be con-
sidered  human trafficking. Indeed, Brennan (2010, 144) argues that mi grants’ 
rights organ izations are better situated than antiprostitution organ izations 
to “find trafficked individuals and to facilitate mi grant activists in taking 
leadership roles in the fight for better working conditions.”12 Thus, it is cru-
cial to foreground mi grant worker activism as an integral component of 
Filipina/o American feminist activism.

As feminist scholars and activists, we must work  toward combating the 
conditions of exploited and coerced racialized and gendered mi grant  labor, 
while remaining skeptical of moralistic frameworks of trafficking that 
focus almost exclusively on sexual  labor as vio lence against  women. Thus, 
we need to reframe the traffic in  women discourse to address the real ity of 
trafficked mi grant  labor  today. As such, it is crucial that Filipina/o Ameri-
can and Filipina/o diasporic feminists think critically about how to avoid 
the reification of state and nongovernmental discourses of trafficking 
that focus almost exclusively on sexual  labor—to the detriment of other 
forms of gendered and racialized  labor that are trafficked in a global 
economy— which also increase the risk of detention and deportation for 
mi grant workers who are targeted by the “raid and rescue” practices of US 
law enforcement. Emphasizing the politics of repre sen ta tion in the kinds 
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of language and images we use to discuss gendered  labor and antitrafficking 
campaigns is vital to avoid reproducing an antitrafficking discourse that 
actually contributes to the increased exploitation and precarity of gen-
dered mi grant workers,  whether they perform sexual  labor or domestic 
 labor. Indeed, Parreñas (2008, 166) argues that feminists must reclaim the 
discourse of trafficking, unburdening this term of the moralistic, anti– sex 
work framework that characterizes the dominant form of this discourse 
and remobilizing it to attend to the  actual conditions of coerced  labor, both 
gendered and other wise, that accompany neoliberal capitalism. Parreñas 
contends, “ ‘Trafficking’ is a term that feminists need to reclaim. We need to 
recognize that the multiple forms of trafficking in existence in the twenty- 
first  century require multiple solutions. Not all trafficked persons are in 
need of rescue, rehabilitation, and reintegration. Antitrafficking campaigns 
should advocate for improved conditions of  labor and migration. . . .  But, 
rather than facing restrictions that discourage and make difficult their  labor 
migration to Japan, trafficked persons such as the talents whom I met in 
Japan need greater control over their migration and  labor” (166).

Instead of enacting laws and policies that make mi grants even more vul-
nerable to trafficking, such as the criminalization of sex work or increased 
requirements for training for entertainers, feminists— and Filipina/o dia-
sporic feminists in particular— must carefully consider how our participa-
tion in antitrafficking, anti– sex work discourse may actually contribute to 
greater precarity for mi grants performing gendered  labor. To do so, it is 
essential to differentiate dominant state and popu lar discourses of traffick-
ing from the ways this discourse can be used productively, and accurately, 
in grassroots po liti cal campaigns.

The dominant discourse of sex trafficking as the primary form of traf-
ficking relies on what Galusca (2012, 3) terms a “regime of truth,” citing 
Michel Foucault’s work on discourse and power. Although Galusca refers 
specifically to US investigative journalism’s sensationalist covering of sex 
trafficking in the popu lar media, this “regime of truth” regarding sex traf-
ficking characterizes state and nongovernmental discourses as well. The fig-
ure of the victimized trafficked  woman also characterizes the work of 
international feminist NGOs such as the Co ali tion Against Trafficking in 
 Women (CATW), presenting US journalists and feminist activists as West-
ern saviors of trafficked  women from the Global South (Galusca 2012, 2). In 
investigative journalism and popu lar media in par tic u lar, the “regime of 
truth” about trafficking is constituted through the production of truth 
claims, “a complex pro cess whereby empirical claims, based on journalistic 
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investigations and witnessing, draw on emotionally charged imagery of 
sexual exploitation and commodification” (Galusca 2012, 5). However, this 
regime of truth is not limited to popu lar media; it is reproduced in Filipina/o 
diasporic and Filipina/o American po liti cal discourse as well. The risk of 
representing mi grant workers from the Global South as victims in need of 
saving by feminists in the Global North haunts Filipina/o diasporic and 
Filipina/o American popu lar discourse.13 How, then, can Filipina/o Amer-
ican and Filipina/o diasporic feminists or ga nize against the extreme exploi-
tation of coerced— indeed, trafficked— forms of gendered  labor, without 
reproducing a regime of truth that relies on a static figure of the Filipina 
victim of sex trafficking? What politics of repre sen ta tion are necessary to 
avoid the po liti cal pitfalls of diasporic feminist solidarity?

NEGOTIATING LEGACIES, FORGING  FUTURES:  
ARTICULATING A CO ALI TIONAL ASIAN AMERICAN FEMINISM

The legacy of  Women of Color feminisms and transnational feminisms pro-
vides theoretical and po liti cal inspiration for  future articulations of both 
Filipina/o American feminisms and Asian American feminisms. While 
much of the critique of the traffic in  women discourse emerges within more 
recent transnational feminist scholarship, I find it useful to return to 
Chandra Mohanty’s (1997, 7) earlier conceptualization of the Third World 
 woman worker as a subject position from which to imagine and enact trans-
national feminist politics and solidarity. Mohanty argues that a focus on 
the Third World  woman worker “is not an argument for just recognizing 
the ‘common experiences’ of Third- World  women workers, it is an argument 
for recognizing (concrete, not abstract) ‘common interests’ and the poten-
tial bases of cross- national solidarity— a common context of strug gle.” This 
focus on the Third World  woman worker shifts the emphasis from the “vic-
timhood” of trafficked  women to an analy sis of how the specific social 
location of the Third World  woman worker “illuminates and explains cru-
cial features of the cap i tal ist pro cesses of exploitation and domination” (7). 
Although Mohanty wrote this article more than twenty years ago, it is 
worthwhile to revisit the significance of the politics of repre sen ta tion of the 
Third World  woman worker to Filipina/o diasporic feminist solidarity. A 
focus on the systematic exploitation of racialized and gendered  labor, 
embodied in the figure of the Third World  woman worker, encourages us 
to envision a pro– mi grant worker, pro– sex worker approach to ending  labor 
trafficking. In contrast, the dominant discourse of the sexual traffic in 
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 women positions sex workers as victims within a moralistic, heteronorma-
tive logic that is often implicitly anti– sex worker.

Thus, Filipina/o American and Filipina/o diasporic feminist solidarity 
can be  imagined and enacted in strug gle against the “regime of truth” of 
sex trafficking, in order to reconceptualize “Third- World  women as agents 
rather than victims” (Mohanty 1997, 7). An emphasis on gendered  labor, or 
“ women’s work,” rather than sexual exploitation and vio lence, returns us 
to Mohanty’s notion of the Third World  woman worker as a key subject 
position from which to imagine transnational solidarity. Mohanty describes 
“ women’s work,” or gendered  labor, as a key framework of analy sis: “I argue 
for a notion of po liti cal solidarity and common interests, defined as a com-
munity or collectivity among  women workers across class, race, and national 
bound aries which is based on shared material interests and identity and 
common ways of reading the world” (8, emphasis mine). While it may seem 
that Mohanty is arguing for solidarity based on a common cultural iden-
tity or experience, the common interests she speaks of draw on a shared 
social location in relation to the exploitation of neoliberal capitalism.

 Women of Color feminisms provide a generative framework for consid-
ering Mohanty’s call for a transnational “common context of strug gle.” San-
dra Soto’s (2005) germinal article, “Where in the Transnational World Are 
US  Women of Color?,” elucidates the distinctions and convergences between 
transnational feminisms and US  Women of Color feminisms. Soto argues 
that, despite attempts by some transnational feminists to distance them-
selves from  Women of Color feminisms, “it is at best premature to position 
 women of color (as an area of study and/or po liti cal collective) in contra-
distinction to transnational feminist studies and practices” (117). In response 
to the argument that the figure of the  woman of color functions as a homog-
enized figure of racial and gender difference, Soto reminds the reader of 
the original charge of  Women of Color feminisms, which, rather than elid-
ing difference— whether racial, national, sexual, gender, or class— has been 
to emphasize the impossibility of reducing  women of color to a unitary, 
uncomplicated collective (119). Indeed, as the original name of one of the 
oldest academic feminist of color collectives, the Research Cluster for the 
Study of  Women of Color in Collaboration and Conflict (advised by Angela 
Davis), demonstrates, the co ali tional po liti cal proj ect of  Women of Color 
feminisms has never been an easy or “natu ral” proj ect.14 Chela Sandoval 
articulates the risk of homogenization in efforts  toward a  Women of Color 
feminist co ali tional politics in her critique of the 1981 National  Women’s 
Studies Association Conference:
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Though empowered as a unity of  women of color, the cost is that we find it 
easy to objectify the occupants of  every other category. The dangers in 
creating a new heroine, a po liti cal “unity” of third world  women who 
together take the power to create new kinds of “ others” is that our unity 
becomes forged at the cost of nurturing a world of “enemies.” And in the 
enthusiasm of our empowered sisterhood, perhaps a greater cost lies in 
the erasure of our many differences. However, if one attribute of power is 
its mobile nature,  there can be no  simple way of identifying our enemies 
or our friends. (1990, 65)

Sandoval’s recognition of the uneasy notion of  Women of Color femi-
nisms as a collective proj ect, her emphasis that the “greater cost lies in the 
erasure of our many differences,” reiterates a key tenet of  Women of Color 
feminisms. We are not necessarily “natu ral” allies. Indeed,  these differences 
are key to identifying what forms of co ali tional po liti cal work can happen 
 under the banner of  Women of Color feminisms. In her reflection on the 
legacy of This Bridge Called My Back, M. Jacqui Alexander (2002, 88) cites 
Paolo Freire: “To wrestle with  these questions we must adopt, as daily prac-
tice, ways of being and relating, modes of analyzing, strategies of organ-
izing in which we constantly mobilize identification and solidarity, across 
all borders, as key ele ments in the repertoire of risks necessary to see our-
selves as part of one another, even in the context of difference.” Alexander 
points to the legacy of  Women of Color feminisms in not only building 
intentional co ali tion across difference among US  women of color, but in rec-
ognizing the transnational dimensions of solidarity.

Thus, the legacy of key texts such as This Bridge Called My Back is not 
an essentialist view of  women of color as a homogenized collective, but 
rather one that paves the path for forms of transnational feminist soli-
darity. Alexander’s call to “constantly mobilize identification and solidar-
ity, across all borders” is generative for envisioning forms of Filipina/o 
American participation in Filipina/o diasporic feminist solidarity. Given 
our social location in the imperial center, the United States, Filipina/o 
American feminists’ use of the discourse of sex trafficking is especially 
fraught. Within a broader material context in which US law enforce-
ment targets mi grant workers through “raid and rescue” tactics, while 
the effect of the US TVPA in the Philippines leads to greater debt bond-
age for Filipina entertainers in Japan, we must be careful in the ways we 
mobilize a discourse of trafficking. The location of Filipina/o Americans 
in the United States and the increased criminalization of mi grants in the 
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current US po liti cal context make it especially crucial to resist US state poli-
cies (such as the TVPA) and practices of antitrafficking that lead to greater 
detention and deportation of mi grants while limiting funds for international 
NGOs that refuse to take a stance against sex work. A radically diff er ent 
discourse of trafficking that focuses on the rights of all mi grant workers— 
including sex workers—is necessary to enact transnational and diasporic 
Filipina/o feminist solidarity in the face of neoliberal capitalism.

While  Women of Color feminisms, and their intellectual descendants, 
transnational feminisms, are generative models for envisioning Filipina/o 
diasporic solidarity,  Women of Color feminisms’ recognition of intentional 
co ali tional politics across differently racialized and gendered social loca-
tions is also a key framework for theorizing the relationship of Filipina/o 
American feminisms to Asian American feminisms. Echoing both Soto’s 
(2005, 119) and Sandoval’s (1990, 65) critiques of uncomplicated notions of 
unity among  Women of Color, we must similarly interrogate the inclusion 
of Filipina/o American feminisms in the proj ect of Asian American femi-
nisms, if we are to avoid the simplistic notions of unity or inclusion that 
Soto and Sandoval resist. To do so, it is first necessary to consider the broader 
relationship between Filipina/o American studies and Asian American 
studies.

As many Filipina/o American studies scholars have noted, the inclusion 
of Filipina/o Americans into the proj ect of Asian Amer i ca is an uneasy one 
at best, due to the enduring presence of US imperialism as the constitutive 
condition of possibility for Filipinas/os in the United States (Campomanes 
1995, 8; Espiritu 2003, 25; Rodriguez 2006, 148; San Juan 1998, 20). E. San 
Juan (1998, 20) argues that “the chief distinction of Filipinos from other 
Asians domiciled  here is that their country of origin was the object of vio-
lent colonization by US finance capital. It is this foundational event, not the 
fabled presence in Louisiana of Filipino fugitives from the Spanish galle-
ons, that establishes the limit and potential of the Filipino lifeworld.” Asian 
American studies’ tendency to focus on notions of inclusion and exclusion 
through immigration often obscures US empire as the founding historical 
event for the presence of Filipinas/os in the United States (Chuh 2003, 34). 
Thus, the incorporation of Filipina/o American feminisms into Asian 
American feminisms is not an easy or uncomplicated theoretical and po liti-
cal move.

If  Women of Color feminisms have taught us to avoid demographic or 
categorical uses of the term  women of color, forcing us to think through the 
intentional use of the term as a form of po liti cal co ali tional work, can we 
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use a similar approach to theorize the concept of Asian American femi-
nisms? Filipina/o American feminisms are not categorized within the 
concept of Asian American feminisms simply due to demographic rea-
sons. Instead, po liti cal and intellectual  labor must be put into articulating 
what kinds of co ali tional possibility make this a useful and necessary 
endeavor. What defines the “co ali tional moment” of Filipina/o American 
feminisms as a form of Asian American feminism? A “co ali tional moment,” 
according to Karma Chavez (2013, 8), is a moment in which “po liti cal issues 
coincide or merge in the public sphere in ways that create space to reenvi-
sion or potentially reconstruct rhetorical imaginaries.” From this frame, 
what kinds of co ali tional politics would make the broader rubric of Asian 
American feminisms key to the goals of Filipina/o American feminisms?

The centrality of anti- imperialist strug gle that situates Filipina/o Ameri-
can feminisms within the legacy of  Women of Color feminist anti- imperialist 
critique is also key to envisioning Filipina/o American participation within 
a broader notion of Asian American feminism. Within the genealogy of 
 Women of Color feminisms,  there is a long history of anti- imperialist 
thought and solidarity with the Global South. From the use of the term US 
Third World feminism, which implies solidarity between US  Women of 
Color and the Global South, to the critiques of US imperialism in This 
Bridge Called My Back, to the more recent po liti cal and scholarly work of 
Incite!  Women of Color Against Vio lence,  Women of Color feminisms 
have long emphasized an analy sis of US imperialism as a key tenet of their 
po liti cal critique (Moraga and Anzaldúa 2002, xvii; Incite! 2006). Cherrie 
Moraga (2002, xvi) wrote, in the foreword to the 2002 edition of This 
Bridge Called My Back, “A generation ago, our definition of a US feminism 
of color was  shaped by a late 1970s understanding of colonialism and neo-
co lo nial ism in the United States, as well as our intra- cultural critique of 
the sexism and heterosexism in race- based liberation movements.” The 
politics of Third World solidarity that animated earlier iterations of  Women 
of Color feminisms and the explic itly anti- imperialist analy sis offered by 
 later iterations— particularly  after the start of the war on terror in 2001— 
are also key ele ments of con temporary Filipina/o American feminisms, 
given their focus on the gendered effects of US imperialism in the Philip-
pines and their strong connections with Philippines- based  women’s 
organ izations.

Likewise, a shift to an explic itly anti- imperialist analytical framework 
in Asian American feminisms offers a co ali tional moment for articulating 
a common context of strug gle with Filipina/o American feminisms, beyond 
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a  simple demographic inclusion of Filipina/o Americans into Asian Amer-
i ca. Much like the ways  Women of Color feminists identified strug gle against 
US colonialism and imperialism as a co ali tional po liti cal goal in the 1970s, 
Asian American feminisms can articulate a similar politics of solidarity 
with Filipina/o American feminisms, grounded in a shared critique of US 
empire. Expanding on the foundation of earlier Asian American feminist 
texts that articulated critiques of transnational gendered Asian and Asian 
American  labor in relation to the US nation- state and global capitalism, 
Asian American feminisms must foreground US empire, and its relation-
ship to exploited Filipina mi grant  labor, as key sites of co ali tional po liti cal 
strug gle with Filipina/o American feminisms.15

A CRITICAL LOVE: VISIONS FOR ASIAN AMERICAN AND 
FILIPINA/O AMERICAN FEMINIST SOLIDARITY

As I argued earlier in this chapter, Filipina/o American feminist participa-
tion in Filipina/o diasporic po liti cal movements hinges on the central fig-
ure of the trafficked  woman, a sign of the transnational  labor upon which 
the Philippine economy relies in the context of neoliberal capitalism. As 
such, Filipina/o American feminisms can take po liti cal and intellectual 
inspiration from the legacy of both  Women of Color feminisms and transna-
tional feminisms in negotiating the politics of repre sen ta tion in the traffic in 
 women discourse. From transnational feminisms, Filipina/o Americans can 
return to Mohanty’s (1997, 7) consideration of the politics of representing the 
Third World  woman worker. In  doing so, we must emphasize the material 
effects of state and nongovernmental discourses of the traffic in  women, 
taking into consideration the increased exploitation and vulnerability of 
mi grant workers caused by US state laws such as Trafficking Victims Protec-
tion Act (TVPA). Parreñas (2008, 157) argues that the TVPA actually leads to 
conditions of debt bondage for Filipina bar workers / entertainers in Japan, 
who are forced to go into debt to finance the increased Philippine state 
requirements for “professional” training. Similarly, the overemphasis on 
the moralistic discourse of sex trafficking occludes the  actual cases of 
coerced, trafficked  labor, which primarily occur in the hospitality, manufac-
turing, and ser vice industries (Kempadoo 2005, xvii). By foregrounding the 
material effects of the discursive construction of trafficking as a “regime of 
truth,” Filipina/o American feminists can interrogate how our po liti cal cam-
paigns may contribute to increasing precarity for Filipina/o mi grant workers 
(Galusca 2012, 3). Indeed, a shift to emphasizing mi grant workers’ rights, 
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rather than a moralizing discourse of sex trafficking, is often more effec-
tive in combating the hyperexploitation of gendered Filipina/o  labor 
(Brennan 2010, 144). Ultimately, Filipina/o American feminist participation 
in Filipina/o diasporic feminist solidarity means recognizing both our dif-
ferences—in par tic u lar, our specific social location in the United States, 
given the negative effects of US state antitrafficking policies on mi grants 
both  here and abroad—as well as our commonalities with comrades across 
the Filipina/o diaspora.

A return to the vision and legacy of  Women of Color feminisms, in its 
emphasis on an intentional co ali tional politics that recognizes— instead of 
eliding— difference, is crucial for Filipina/o American feminisms, as well as 
a broader notion of Asian American feminisms. Filipina/o American femi-
nisms can draw inspiration from  Women of Color feminisms’ emphasis on 
recognizing difference, as opposed to simplified notions of sameness within 
collectivity, in theorizing our participation in both Filipina/o diasporic fem-
inisms and Asian American feminisms. As Filipina/o Americans, we are 
positioned as the supposed inheritors of US capital, as well as racialized 
minorities in a white supremacist US state. Similarly,  Women of Color femi-
nisms’ recognition of distinct social locations within po liti cal co ali tions and 
their enduring emphasis on anti- imperialist solidarity provide a theoretical 
and po liti cal blueprint for enacting a vision of Asian American femi-
nisms that can encompass the strug gle against US empire fundamental 
to Filipina/o American feminisms.

Avoiding a  simple demographic inclusion model, which would posit 
sameness based on a notion of similar racialization compared to Asians in 
the United States, a co ali tional politics would require Asian American fem-
inists to articulate an investment in strug gles against US empire, an essen-
tial ele ment of Filipina/o American feminisms. Similarly, it is crucial to 
distinguish the social locations of vari ous Asian American groups, as the 
racialization, access to higher education, income levels, and so on, in 
Filipina/o American communities can vary greatly from other Asian Amer-
ican groups. Lastly, a return to the  Women of Color feminist legacy of 
internal critique and loving disagreement— the “conflict” in the name 
 Women of Color in Collaboration and Conflict—is crucial for both 
Filipina/o American and Asian American feminisms.  Here, I take inspira-
tion from feminist activist- scholars such as Nadine Naber (2012), who cri-
tiques Arab and Arab American national liberation movements using a 
feminist and queer analy sis even as she remains committed to and imbri-
cated within  these movements. Building on the legacies of transnational and 
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 Women of Color feminisms, our movements must be able to sustain  these 
forms of loving internal critique and debate.  There is no moving forward 
without it.

NOTES

1 Pilipino Cultural Nights (PCNs) or Pilipino Cultural Cele brations (PCC) are annual 
per for mances or ga nized by Filipina/o American students at universities across the 
US West Coast. With bud gets in the tens of thousands of dollars,  these events bring 
together hundreds of Filipina/o Americans for a night of traditional Philippine 
dance, hip hop dance, and theater. See Gonzalvez (2009).

2 This analy sis of National Heroes draws on my discussion of this vignette in my 
forthcoming book,  under contract with the University of Illinois Press.

3 I use the term Filipina/o American feminisms to refer to feminist movements made 
up primarily of Filipina/o Americans and based in the United States. I include 
Filipina/o American feminisms within the broader notion of Filipina/o diasporic 
feminisms, which is not limited to the United States. The organ izations that make 
up Filipina/o American feminist movements often emphasize their connection to 
the Philippines, focusing on the exploitation of gendered Filipina/o  labor and the 
lasting effects of US imperialism. For example, Filipina/o diasporic feminist organ-
izations have emerged in Canada and throughout the multiple sites of the global 
 labor diaspora of Filipinas/os.

4  There is a wide breadth of scholarship in both transnational feminisms and  Women 
of Color feminisms on the gendered and racialized international division of  labor. 
See Chang (2000), Parreñas (2008), R. Rodriguez (2010), and Guevarra (2010).

5 For a description of the Purple Rose Campaign or ga nized by Af3irm, see the #Not  
YourFetish campaign (Af3irm 2014). See the antitrafficking campaign of Damayan, 
based in New York City (Damayan 2016). While Af3irm includes both domestic 
workers and sexual  labor  under the rubric of trafficking, Damayan focuses on  labor 
abuses of mi grant domestic workers.

6 The Trafficking Victims Protection Act (TVPA) was passed in 2000, packaged with 
the Vio lence Against  Women Act (HR 3355), intended in part to provide protection 
for noncitizen dependents surviving abuse. According to Hua (2011, xvii– xix), the 
TVPA defined the context of trafficking in terms that emphasized the sexual exploi-
tation of  women and  children, including “prostitution, pornography, sex tourism, 
and other commercial sexual ser vices.” With the TVPA came the establishment of 
the US state infrastructure, bureaucracy, and resources to address trafficking, 
including the Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking. Hua notes that between 
2001 and 2005, an estimated $375 million was allocated to antitrafficking efforts.

7 See Kempadoo and Doezema (1998) for a critique of the traffic in  women discourse.
8 I discuss the position of the figure of the Filipina/o American balikbayan (the expa-

triate who returns to the Philippines) in my forthcoming book from University of 
Illinois Press. I also discuss Vicente Rafael’s analy sis of the figure of the Filipina/o 
American balikbayan within the Philippine popu lar imaginary. Vicente Rafael 
(2000, 208) distinguishes between overseas contract workers and balikbayans: 
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“Whereas overseas contract workers (OCWs) are seen to return from conditions of 
near abjection, balikbayans are frequently viewed to be steeped in their own sense of 
superiority, serving only to fill  others with a sense of envy.”

9 While transnational feminists Kamala Kempadoo and Jo Doezema (1998) argue that 
mi grant sex work, which is often collapsed  under the traffic in  women discourse, is 
a legitimate form of  labor that should come with rights and protections, feminists 
such as Kathleen Barry (1995) argue that all forms of sex work constitute vio lence 
against  women. Kathleen Barry founded the Co ali tion Against Trafficking in 
 Women (CATW).

10 Mina Roces (2012) describes the broader narrative of Filipina prostitutes as victims, 
arguing that this has been a power ful narrative for Filipina feminist organ izing in 
the Philippines. Roces notes that, si mul ta neously, Filipina  women’s organ izations 
seek to transform prostitutes into po liti cal agents, as “feminist  women’s organ-
izations have been proactive in forging alliances with the former prostitutes and giv-
ing them a feminist education through participation in gender workshops and by 
co- opting them in some activist campaigns” (64). Roces intentionally uses the term 
prostitution, as this is the discourse used in the Philippines, as opposed to the term 
sex work, which has been taken up by many feminists who argue that sex work is a 
legitimate form of  labor (Kempadoo and Doezema 1998). I choose to use the term sex 
work to align myself with the latter position.

11 My intention is not to focus my critique exclusively on Af3irm as an organ ization. 
As stated in the previous note, Mina Roces (2012) describes how the discourse of 
sex trafficking, in which sex workers are presented as victims ( whether they are 
voluntarily participating in the sex trade or not), is a rhetorical and po liti cal strat-
egy used by many  women’s organ izations in the Philippines as well. Thus Af3irm is 
not unique in its emphasis on sex work as a form of vio lence. Despite my critique 
of the Purple Rose Campaign’s framing of sex trafficking as a form of vio lence, 
I recognize Af3irm’s (and previously GabNet’s) significant contributions to 
Filipina/o American feminisms, such as its campaigns against the negative effects 
of economic globalization and forms of US imperialism such as the Visiting Forces 
Agreement (Enrile and Levid 2009, 102). For a history of GabNet, see Enrile and 
Levid (2009).

12 Other Filipina diasporic po liti cal organ izations in the United States, such as Filipi-
nas for Rights and Empowerment (FIRE), based in New York City, or ga nize explic-
itly around  women’s issues, while also focusing on mi grant  labor issues. See FIRE’s 
website, https:// firenyc . wordpress . com / about - us.

13 In my forthcoming book, I discuss the politics of representing Filipina sex workers 
in the Filipina American film Sin City Diary, directed by Rachel Rivera (1992).

14 Established in 1991 by gradu ate students and faculty at the University of California, 
Santa Cruz, the Research Cluster for the Study of  Women of Color in Collaboration 
and Conflict (WOC Research Cluster) was supported by funds provided by Professor 
Angela Y. Davis, UC Presidential Chair from 1995 to 1998, and the Center for Cul-
tural Studies. The WOC Research Cluster held conferences, or ga nized one of the 
longest- running  Women of Color film festivals, and developed and co- taught curri-
cula. Members of the WOC Research Cluster went on to found the activist- scholar 

https://firenyc.wordpress.com/about-us
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organ ization Incite!  Women of Color Against Vio lence. As a member of this group 
from 2001 to 2008, I co- curated the annual  Women of Color film festival, coordi-
nated a research symposium, participated in a dissertation writing group, and co- 
taught a course, “ Women of Color: Genders and Sexualities,” with Elisa Diana 
Huerta. See the Research Cluster’s website, http:// www2 . ucsc . edu / woc / , accessed on 
August 23, 2016.

15  Here, I recognize the history of foundational Asian American feminist scholars who 
have focused on critiques of transnational gendered  labor  under global capitalism. 
See Lowe (1996) and Kang (1997).
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CHAPTER 10

R ACE, RE PRODUCTIVE JUSTICE, 
AND THE CRIMINALIZ ATION OF 
PURVI PATE L
priya kandaswamy

In March of 2015, an Indiana Court sentenced Purvi Patel, 
a thirty- three- year- old Indian American  woman, to twenty years in prison 
 after having convicted her of feticide and neglect of a dependent. Almost 
two years prior, Patel had gone to the emergency room at Saint Joseph 
Regional Medical Center in Mishawaka with heavy vaginal bleeding. While 
she initially denied being pregnant,  after repeated interrogations from doc-
tors, Patel revealed that she had suffered a miscarriage in her bathroom at 
home and, believing the fetus to be dead, had left the remains in a dump-
ster outside her  family’s restaurant. Suspicious of her story, hospital staff 
quickly contacted the police. A search of the dumpster ensued, and the 
police recovered the fetus in question. When Patel awoke from surgery in 
the hospital, she was met with a police interrogation. A month  later, the 
district attorney brought criminal charges against her, and what had begun 
as a trip to the emergency room was transformed into a long  legal night-
mare and the possibility of spending de cades in prison.

Patel endured a lengthy and highly publicized trial on the feticide and 
neglect charges, in which the prosecution alleged that Patel had induced an 
abortion with pills she had obtained illegally on the internet. While  legal 
abortions are exempted from Indiana’s feticide law, the prosecution argued 
that Patel’s supposed abortion was not exempt  because it was self- induced 
illegally with no medical supervision. At the same time, the prosecution 
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maintained that Patel had had a live birth and that  because she left the body 
in the dumpster rather than seeking medical help on the baby’s behalf, she 
was also guilty of neglect of a dependent.

Citing Patel’s arrest and conviction as a shocking and outrageous exam-
ple of the threat a Republican war on  women poses to fundamental repro-
ductive rights, mainstream feminist activists have drawn attention to the 
contradictory nature of the simultaneous convictions for feticide and neglect 
as well as the lack of substantial evidence in the case. For example,  there 
was no medical evidence that Patel actually took abortifacient drugs. The 
prosecution built its case almost entirely on text messages between Patel and 
her closest friend. Similarly, the evidence that Patel had given birth to a live 
baby was questionable at best, consisting primarily of one forensic pathol-
ogist’s testimony that a lung float test— a technique from the seventeenth 
 century— confirmed that the fetus had taken a breath.1

As the first  woman to be convicted of feticide for termination of her own 
pregnancy, Purvi Patel’s case set a dangerous pre ce dent for criminalization 
of self- induced abortion, be hav iors during pregnancy that might potentially 
harm a fetus, and even miscarriage. Given  these implications, advocates for 
pregnant  women, pro- choice activists, and Asian American feminist organ-
izations mobilized strongly in defense of Patel. Largely due to the support 
of  these groups, Patel was able to appeal her conviction with partial suc-
cess. In July of 2016, an Indiana appeals court ruled that the “legislature did 
not intend for the feticide statute to apply to illegal abortions or to be used 
to prosecute  women for their own abortions,” thereby vacating the feticide 
conviction. The appeals court reduced Patel’s neglect of a dependent con-
viction from a class A felony to a class D felony, arguing that while Patel 
was guilty of neglect, the prosecution failed to demonstrate that her failure 
to provide medical care was the primary cause of the infant’s death. At her 
resentencing hearing in August of 2016, Patel’s prison sentence was decreased 
to eigh teen months, and she was released with time served. While her release 
was a significant victory that speaks to the power of the organ izing on her 
behalf, Patel was still forced to endure the trauma of an arrest and high- 
profile trial, a felony conviction, and substantial time in prison for the cir-
cumstances  under which she ended her pregnancy.

The ruling that feticide statutes do not apply to abortions set an impor-
tant  legal pre ce dent for pro- choice activists and dealt a significant blow to 
one pro- life strategy for criminalizing abortion. However, Purvi Patel’s case 
is still cause for alarm among Asian American and  Women of Color femi-
nists. While the stakes in this case are frequently understood as protecting 
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 women’s right to choose, Purvi Patel’s circumstances powerfully demon-
strate how the reduction of reproductive justice to pro- life versus pro- choice 
positions necessarily marginalizes the more complex experiences of  women 
of color. On the one hand, the pro- life position falsely equates protecting 
life with the criminalization of abortion in ways that disproportionately 
impact  women of color. On the other hand, however, the emphasis on choice 
as the alternative to criminalization often ignores racial and class dispari-
ties in how choices are distributed. Choice in itself is an individualizing 
framework that mirrors the values of consumer capitalism and privileges 
 those who have more choices (Smith 2005). The right to choose has gener-
ally meant the right to choose among existing options rather than the power 
to shape the choices one has or the resources to actualize one’s desires. Put 
a diff er ent way, Purvi Patel’s choices certainly should not be criminalized. 
However, the best choices available to Patel  were to hide her pregnancy from 
every one except her best friend, covertly obtain abortifacient drugs, endure 
the loss of her pregnancy alone in her own bathroom, discard the remains 
from her abortion in a dumpster to maintain her secret, and when she felt 
her health was in danger, seek medical help on her own from providers that 
she rightly feared would harshly judge her actions. Even if Patel had not been 
arrested,  these choices certainly do not constitute reproductive justice. 
Rather, they demand that Asian American feminists ask why Patel’s choices 
 were so limited to begin with and how the significant barriers she faced 
could become the basis for her own criminalization.

In this chapter, I explore  these questions by drawing attention to the his-
torical pro cesses that constitute the po liti cal, cultural, and economic land-
scape in which Patel’s criminality becomes pos si ble. Taking both innocence 
and guilt as contextually specific constructs rather than fixed truths rooted 
in evidence, I am interested in exploring the more mundane but often hid-
den institutional forces that form the backdrop for understanding Patel’s 
circumstances and actions. In par tic u lar, I highlight the role that immigra-
tion control and the criminal justice system have played in controlling 
 women of color’s reproduction. Consideration of  these institutional forces 
demonstrates that Patel’s case is neither exceptional nor extreme but rather 
an extension of a long history of racialized and gendered state vio lence. My 
hope is that by shifting attention  toward  these institutions we might make 
them central sites in the strug gle for reproductive justice and recognize the 
role the US state plays in structuring hierarchies within and between com-
munities of color as we develop strategies of re sis tance.
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While Patel’s conviction has primarily been framed in terms of its impli-
cations for  women’s rights, my analy sis begins from a reproductive justice 
framework, which recognizes that historically the regulation of reproduc-
tion has been  shaped as much by race, class, immigration status, and abil-
ity as by gender. Reproductive justice as a concept emerges out of and has 
been a central site for the development of  Women of Color feminist theory 
and practice. In moving beyond pro- choice frameworks,  Women of Color 
have articulated a reproductive justice politics that connects a broad range 
of issues as part of an expansive claim to bodily, familial, and community 
autonomy. Reproductive justice refuses to conflate its goals with abortion 
rights, recognizing the many obstacles  women of color have confronted in 
having and raising  children. At the same time, reproductive justice also 
moves away from centering individual decisions about childbearing and 
instead focuses on the economic, po liti cal, and cultural forces that shape 
 those decisions and how their outcomes are experienced. Constitutive of 
new kinds of po liti cal identities, reproductive justice connects  Women of 
Color with specific and diff er ent experiences in a shared co ali tional strug gle 
against the common forces that produce  those diff er ent experiences (Ross 
2006; Silliman et al. 2004). In this spirit, this chapter seeks to both locate 
Patel’s conviction within the specificity of her experience as an Asian 
American  woman and, building upon a  Women of Color feminist politics, 
examine how that specific experience is constituted in relation to the regula-
tion of other  Women of Color. Rather than define Asian American  women’s 
experiences in terms of their difference from or similarity to white  women’s 
experiences, this essay strives to make vis i ble the “common differences” 
(Mohanty 2003, 523) in the ways the state seeks to control the reproduc-
tion of differently situated  women of color.

TARGETING ASIAN  WOMEN: RACE, CULTURE, AND 
IMMIGRATION LAW

Though only 2  percent of Indiana’s population is Asian, the only two  women 
to be charged  under their feticide law for the loss of their own pregnancies 
have been of Asian descent. Patel’s arrest followed on the heels of a failed 
attempt to convict Bei Bei Shuai of both feticide and murder. An immigrant 
from China, Bei Bei Shuai attempted suicide in the last trimester of her preg-
nancy. She survived the attempt, and doctors performed an emergency 
Caesarean section in an effort to save her baby, who passed away just a few 
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days  later. Shuai spent more than a year in jail before the felony charges 
against her  were eventually dropped in exchange for a plea to a lesser mis-
demeanor charge of criminal recklessness. Prosecutors clearly sought to 
make examples of both Shuai and Patel, pursuing harsh punishments 
against them in an effort to expand the reach of feticide statutes. Taken 
together,  these cases raise questions about why pregnant Asian  women are 
being specifically targeted and what role racialized and gendered construc-
tions of Asian  women’s potential criminality played in prosecutors’ belief 
that a jury would convict  these  women. In this section, I look specifically 
at the role  these constructions played in Patel’s prosecution as well as the 
structural forms of racialized heteropatriarchy that  these constructions 
often work to obscure.

The prosecution’s case against Purvi Patel relied heavi ly on racist ste reo-
types of Asian  women as deceptive, manipulative, and inconceivably foreign 
in their actions. In the trial itself, prosecutors argued that Patel’s be hav ior 
and affect  were evidence of her guilt. Hospital nurses testified that Patel dis-
played a surprising lack of emotion at the hospital and instead spent most of 
the time on her phone. The prosecution emphasized the way that Patel had 
disposed of the fetus, painting a picture of a callous and treacherous  woman 
who left a live baby to die in a dumpster. Even the judge described Patel as 
having “treated the child, literally, as a piece of trash” (Dasgupta 2015). While 
race was not specifically named in  these repre sen ta tions, the depiction of 
Patel as a cold, robotic monster who lacked maternal instinct and compas-
sion certainly played on ste reo types about Asian  women and Asian culture 
more generally.  These ste reo types  were mirrored in media coverage of the 
trial. The vast majority of articles published about Patel highlighted her 
Indian heritage and included  either a police photo graph of her or a photo-
graph of her being brought into the courtroom in handcuffs as she tried to 
hide her face from the camera. The only images that circulated of Patel,  these 
dehumanizing photo graphs portrayed her as guilty even before a verdict had 
been determined.

Several critics have pointed out that the decision to prosecute both Shuai 
and Patel had less to do with their own actions and more to do with wide-
spread ste reo types that China’s One Child Policy and high rates of female 
infanticide in India reflect a cultural disregard for fetal life that carries into 
the diaspora. Ashwini Tambe (2015) argues that “China and India serve as 
poster  children in global evangelical crusades against abortion,” and that 
this perception makes  women like Shuai and Patel easy targets for prose-
cutors looking to expand the policing of pregnant  women. Similarly, 
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Miriam Yeung (2015), executive director of the National Asian Pacific 
American  Women’s Forum (NAPAWF), notes that “Asian  women have 
been singled out when it comes to criminalized reproduction  because of 
ugly ste reo types that claim we have a disregard for life. Pointing to India 
and China, anti- choice advocates argue that Asian cultures are prone to 
child neglect and abortion.” Organ izations like NAPAWF have drawn par-
allels between the Shuai and Patel cases and the recent proliferation of 
bans on sex- selective abortions that also specifically target Asian  women. 
As of 2014, eight states have passed laws that ban abortion on the basis of 
the sex of the fetus, and since 2009 twenty- one states and the federal gov-
ernment have considered similar legislation.  These bans deploy racist 
depictions of Asian communities as inherently patriarchal and holding a 
traditional preference for sons to further limit access to abortion (Kalantry 
and Yeung 2014). Notably,  these bans masquerade as protecting  future 
Asian girls from their own communities as they curtail Asian  women’s 
reproductive freedom more generally. As NAPAWF points out, they rely 
on the idea that Asian  women are incapable of making sound reproductive 
choices and actually pose a danger to their  future  daughters, which needs 
to be policed with state intervention (Jorawar 2015). Sensationalized repre-
sen ta tions of traditional Asian patriarchy si mul ta neously pose idealized 
innocent girls as victims and their  mothers, families, and larger commu-
nities as foreign, criminal, backward threats from which they need to be 
liberated.

In Purvi Patel’s trial, prosecutors,  those who would defend her, and the 
media all suggested that Patel’s actions  were motivated by a desire to hide 
her sexual activity from her “traditional,” patriarchal Hindu  family, who 
disapproved of premarital sex.  Whether used to provide a motive for Patel’s 
actions or to garner sympathy for her circumstances,  these explanations 
reduce a complicated situation to a clash created by a traditional, patriar-
chal Hindu culture that is fundamentally incompatible with progressive 
American values.  Whether Patel is a victim or an agent of Hindu patriar-
chy, the culprit is a backward, foreign culture that poses a threat to unborn 
 children and ultimately does not belong in this country.

This narrative resonates strongly with other criminal cases in which 
Asian cultural difference is deployed to reduce complex circumstances to 
simplistic narratives about tradition and modernity. Leti Volpp (2010, 2011) 
has shown that, in  these narratives, the West is figured as modern, demo-
cratic, progressive, and feminist while the East is characterized as tradition- 
bound, authoritarian, backward, and patriarchal. Volpp notes that white 
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 people who commit criminal acts are seen as individuals who  either 
made poor choices or have par tic u lar character flaws while Asians who 
commit similar acts tend to be seen as driven by their culture. Impor-
tantly,  these constructions rely upon a misconception of Asian culture as 
a static artifact and Asian  people as simply products of their culture who 
are incapable of making individualized choices (Volpp 2010, 2011). In a 
context in which reproductive rights are framed as the right to choose, 
this denial of Asian  women’s individual agency becomes the basis for 
denying their reproductive autonomy.  Because Asian  women are seen as 
driven by their culture, they cannot be trusted to make good choices, 
and therefore,  those choices should be taken away from them  either 
through sex- selective abortion bans or, in Patel’s case, the criminaliza-
tion of self- induced abortions. At the same time, the focus on Hindu cul-
tural patriarchy works to constitute US culture as neutral and irrelevant 
to Patel’s actions. US patriarchy and racism are rarely seen as motivating 
Patel’s actions though she lives in a state where abortion is difficult if not 
impossible to access for most  women2 and  there is a well- documented his-
tory of medical abuses against communities of color in the United States, 
ranging from coercive sterilization to phar ma ceu ti cal testing.

The invocation of Hindu culture in this context works to obscure the 
po liti cal and economic forces that shape immigrant communities and expe-
riences. For example, blaming Patel’s patriarchal  family makes invisible 
the structural barriers she encountered to actualizing her reproductive 
choices and also obscures the complexity of gender relations within her 
 family and community. In addition, the hegemonic tendency to blame Asian 
cultures puts Asian American feminists in the position of always having to 
defend their communities against the racist repre sen ta tion that they are 
inherently patriarchal. This can have the effect of silencing Asian Ameri-
can feminist critique, making it difficult to grapple with the very real prob-
lems gender hierarchies pose in Asian American communities.

Rather than see culture as ossified and unchanging, it is impor tant to 
understand how economic structures and  legal regimes shape immigrant 
cultures. My point is not to suggest that Patel did not experience patriarchy 
in the home or that culture is irrelevant to understanding her experience. 
Rather, I want to challenge the idea that a “traditional Hindu culture” exists 
in the abstract and instead point to the ways power relations in communities 
are also  shaped by the practices of the US state. This approach moves 
away from  either demonizing or defending Asian immigrant cultures and 
instead asks how  those cultures are constituted as such in the US context. 
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Rather than see the US state as an outside force that might intervene in 
Asian American communities to protect  women and girls from patriar-
chy, I argue that the US state is already very much a presence in  these com-
munities, one that works to produce or at least exacerbate heteropatriarchal 
social relations.

This phenomenon can most clearly be seen in immigration policy. His-
torically, immigration law has been an impor tant tool for regulating Asian 
reproduction and shaping Asian immigrant cultures and kinship formations 
in the United States. The United States’ very first restrictive immigration law, 
the Page Law, curtailed the migration of Chinese  women  under the pretense 
that they  were prostitutes. Enforcement of the Page Law reproduced the 
idea that Asian  women  were deceptive, manipulative, and a sexual threat, 
and  these efforts  were central to the emergence of new technologies for polic-
ing identity at the border (Luibhéid 2002, 31–54; Yung 1995, 15–51). More 
generally, state efforts to cultivate exclusively male  labor migrations from 
Asia  were rooted in a desire to limit  family formation, settlement, and repro-
duction of  those populations in the United States.  These efforts worked to 
maintain Asians as a highly exploitable  labor force whose cost of reproduc-
tion was borne elsewhere (Glenn 1983). In addition,  these regulations  shaped 
the kinds of early Asian immigrant cultures that developed in the United 
States, leading to the formation of “bachelor” socie ties and an array of alter-
native  family forms (N. Shah 2001, 77–104).

Changes to immigration law in 1965 enabled increased migration from 
Asia but still  shaped the Asian immigrant communities formed in the 
United States in very specific ways. First, employment preferences privileged 
individuals who  were highly educated in technical fields in the migration 
pro cess. This contributed to the perception that Asians as a group (particu-
larly East Asians and South Asians)  were high- achieving “model minorities.” 
While immigration law selected for  those who  were likely to be eco nom ically 
successful in the United States, this success was often attributed to Asian cul-
ture and used to suggest that communities of color which remained eco nom-
ically marginalized  were culturally deficient. Not only did the model- minority 
myth pit Asian communities against other communities of color, but it also 
fostered hierarchy in  those communities, which came to be dominated by a 
diasporic bourgeoisie, which defines its par tic u lar values as the values of an 
entire culture. For Indian immigrant communities, this has exacerbated 
existing hierarchies based on gender, sexuality, class, caste, religion, and 
national or regional origin.  Because what counts as Indian culture is fre-
quently defined by  those with the most power in the diaspora, challenges 
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to  these hierarchies are often reframed as attacks on traditional Indian 
culture and as enabling racism against Indian communities in the United 
States by publicly airing that community’s internal prob lems (Bhattacha-
rjee 1998; Shah 1997).

Second, the privileging of  family reunification in immigration law adds 
to  these dynamics. In critiquing repre sen ta tions of immigrant communi-
ties as homophobic, Chandan Reddy has argued that the privileging of 
 family reunification (in which the  family is defined as a heteropatriarchal 
unit) in immigration law works to produce and exacerbate homophobia in 
immigrant communities. Much like the construct of the model minority 
erases the fact that immigration law selects for highly educated, eco nom-
ically advantaged Asian immigrants, ideas about Asian cultural heteropa-
triarchy erase the way immigration law fosters communities or ga nized 
through heteropatriarchally defined families. In addition, as Reddy (2005) 
points out, neoliberal privatization of welfare responsibilities has made 
immigrants more reliant on the  family as a vehicle for economic survival, 
as  there are fewer public sources of support. Notably, this privatization 
makes immigrant families much more reliant on  women’s work, often posi-
tioning immigrant  women as subordinated by patriarchal practices within 
the home though they are primary economic sustainers of their families. 
As Grace Chang (2000, 125) notes,  these forms of economic restructuring 
have been “founded on the tacit assumption that  women of color can make 
do with less and work more.”

Viewed this way, we might refrain from thinking about Purvi Patel as a 
victim of immigrant culture and rather see her situation as reflecting the 
complexities produced by the  legal regimes and economic demands that 
structure immigrant communities. Patel’s  family owns and operates a res-
taurant in South Bend. On the one hand, this places her  family in a privi-
leged position in relation to members of immigrant communities who 
primarily work for  others in the food ser vice industry and an African Amer-
ican community that has experienced high rates of unemployment due to 
deindustrialization and structural exclusion from business owner ship. On 
the other hand, the small family- owned business is a site of  great economic 
precarity for many immigrants. In par tic u lar,  family businesses rely heavi ly 
on the exploitation of familial  labor and produce a structure in which indi-
vidual well- being is closely tied to the success of the  family business.

Media coverage of Patel’s case indicates that Purvi Patel was in fact the 
primary source of economic support for her  family and that she also did 
the work of caring for her parents and el derly grandparents. This suggests 
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that, as is the case for many in immigrant communities, Patel’s economic 
context in the United States actually ties her very closely to the needs, 
demands, and expectations of her  family in ways that are about economic 
survival and not just “traditional” culture. Attention to  these details opens 
up the possibility for a much more nuanced understanding of why Patel 
might have chosen to hide her pregnancy from her  family, one that does 
not fall back on trite repre sen ta tions of traditional Hindu culture. Patel’s 
situation also reflects the complex web of  people that  women of color are 
responsible for caring for in a context in which  there are fewer social sup-
ports for individuals and families in general. Patel’s criminalization (framed 
as protection of her fetus) is then a vio lence done not just to her but also to 
all of the  people who depended upon her, whose lives are also made much 
more precarious by her incarceration. Rather than seeing her community 
as simply the source of the prob lem, it is impor tant to instead recognize the 
impor tant role Patel played in her community and the way that commu-
nity is harmed by her criminalization.

PROTECTING THE FETUS: PREGNANCY AND  
THE PRISON INDUSTRIAL COMPLEX

Purvi Patel’s arrest and prosecution reflect a changing  legal landscape in 
which the fetus is increasingly recognized as a distinct subject and poten-
tial victim of crime. While it has received more attention than most, Patel’s 
case is actually one of many in which a pregnant  woman has been arrested 
for harm to her own fetus, and her story should be placed in this context. 
Paltrow and Flavin’s (2013) study of over four hundred such cases found that 
the vast majority of  women arrested  were low income, 59   percent  were 
 women of color, and 52  percent  were African American. In most of the cases 
studied, if the  woman had not been pregnant, the arrest would not have 
occurred, and the majority of arrests relied upon interpretations of laws that 
 were not originally intended to be applied to  women in relation to their own 
pregnancies, such as child abuse, neglect, and hom i cide. While the increas-
ing recognition of the fetus as a victim warrants par tic u lar attention,  these 
findings also mirror the broader patterns of an expanding prison industrial 
complex, suggesting that the specific prob lem of the criminalization of preg-
nant  women needs to be understood as linked to the growth of the carceral 
state more generally.

Since the 1980s, incarceration rates in the United States have grown expo-
nentially even though crime rates have consistently decreased. This growth 
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has disproportionately impacted communities of color, especially Black 
communities. Bureau of Justice statistics show that  people of color make 
up more than 60  percent of the prison population and that 35.8  percent of 
the prison population is Black. Specifically among  women, the incar-
ceration rates of Black  women are more than twice that of white  women 
(Sentencing Proj ect 2016). The growing number of incarcerated  people 
and the racial disparities in incarceration rates reflect a historical shift 
in the role that prisons play in US state- building proj ects. As Ruth Wil-
son Gilmore (2007) demonstrates, the expanding prison industrial com-
plex emerges as a way the state reinvents itself in the context of multiple 
converging economic, po liti cal, and cultural crises. Increasingly, the state’s 
legitimacy is defined by its capacity to punish crime, and prisons become a 
means of resolving crises in capitalism through the warehousing of sur-
plus populations. While a more complete discussion of the historical forces 
 behind the development of a prison industrial complex is beyond the scope 
of this chapter, I focus on the significance of the proliferation of racialized 
constructions of crime for understanding the treatment of pregnant  women 
in the law, the constitution of fetal victimhood, and the relationship between 
Asian American and  Women of Color feminisms.

Prison expansion requires the invention of more and more crimes to 
be punished in harsher and harsher ways. As more prisons are built, they 
are filled through the criminalization of a broader range of activities and 
more stringent sentencing practices. Crime itself is an ideological con-
struction that locates the source of social prob lems within individuals and 
obscures the social structures that shape and constrain an individual’s 
actions. For example, constructing Purvi Patel as a criminal suggests that 
she is the prob lem that needs to be dealt with rather than addressing the 
racial, gender, and class inequalities that shape her experiences and the 
experiences of  others like her. While crimes against fetuses certainly rep-
resent a very small portion of new crimes, the construction of pregnancy as 
a site of crime should be understood within the larger historical context of 
the increasing criminalization of more and more aspects of everyday life. 
Currently, the federal government and thirty- eight states have feticide 
laws, unborn victims of vio lence acts, or amended hom i cide statutes that 
explic itly include fetuses as potential victims. While the specific terms of 
 these laws vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, in general, they recognize 
the fetus as a distinct person and thereby enable prosecutors to charge per-
petrators of vio lence with a separate crime for harm done to the fetus 
(National Conference of State Legislatures 2015).
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Historically,  these laws have emerged as a response to vio lence against 
pregnant  women. For example, the federal Unborn Victims of Vio lence Act 
became law in 2004 in the aftermath of the highly publicized murder of Laci 
Peterson. Peterson was eight months pregnant at the time of her death, and 
 under California law her husband, Scott Peterson, was convicted of two sep-
arate counts of hom i cide, one for his wife’s murder and one for the murder 
of Conner, his unborn child. In the aftermath of the case, Laci Peterson’s 
 family campaigned hard for a federal law that would recognize the fetus as 
a separate victim of crime in cases where a pregnant  woman is harmed, 
arguing that their  family had suffered not one but two  great losses. The 
Unborn Victims of Vio lence Act, which is also known as Laci and Conner’s 
Law, did exactly this. Including specific language that defined an unborn 
child as “a member of the species homo sapiens, at any stage of develop-
ment, who is carried in the womb,” it essentially establishes crimes against 
the fetus as a new category of federal crime.

Most feminists have opposed the Unborn Victims of Vio lence Act and 
similar state laws  because of the dangers that the  legal recognition of fetal 
personhood might pose to pregnant  women’s rights. However,  these laws 
mirror the strategies of mainstream feminist antiviolence activists, who 
redefined vio lence against  women in the 1990s as a crime that should 
be  addressed through enhanced policing and stiffer penalties. While 
 these feminists  were largely successful in getting legislation like the Vio-
lence Against  Women Act passed, their successes  were built upon a shift 
from viewing domestic vio lence as a symptom of structural patriarchy to 
redefining it as an individual crime that should be addressed by punishing 
an individual perpetrator (Bumiller 2008; Ferraro 1996).  Women of Color 
feminists have highlighted the limitations of this approach, emphasizing 
the way it actually harms many  women of color who are more likely to be 
seen as perpetrators than victims, and the ways it legitimizes a criminal 
justice system that does tremendous harm to communities of color by cast-
ing itself as a protector of vulnerable  women (Richie 2000; Incite! 2006).

In many re spects, the limitations of legislation that humanizes the fetus 
for the purpose of prosecuting crimes are similar. While  these laws osten-
sibly protect pregnant  women, they are frequently used against  those same 
 women. Although the federal law and some (but not all) of the state laws 
pertaining to fetal victims do explic itly exclude  legal abortions and harm 
done by a pregnant  woman to her own fetus,  these laws establish a pre ce-
dent of fetal personhood that has been the basis for the arrest and prosecu-
tion of hundreds of pregnant  women, including Purvi Patel. As Paltrow and 
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Flavin (2013, 323) demonstrate, “Even when  women are not charged directly 
 under feticide laws, such laws are used to support the argument that gener-
ally worded murder statutes, child endangerment laws, drug delivery laws, 
and other laws should be interpreted to permit the arrest and prosecution 
of pregnant  women in relationship to the embryos or fetuses they carry.” It 
is impor tant to note that the  legal basis for recognizing fetal personhood 
has been the capacity to be a victim of a crime and that other aspects of  legal 
personhood such as agency, culpability, or rights beyond the right to state 
protection are largely irrelevant. This has the effect of constituting the fetus 
as fundamentally innocent and thereby an idealized subject of protection. 
However, while producing a  legal separation between pregnant  people and 
their fetuses legitimizes the criminal justice system as a protector of unborn 
 children and enables the prosecution of pregnant  people for harms done to 
fetuses, it does not promote fetal health or well- being in the long run  because 
this is intrinsically dependent on the health and well- being of the person 
carry ing the fetus. To frame the interests of the fetus and the pregnant per-
son in antagonistic terms, as fetal personhood statutes do, locates potential 
harm to the fetus in individual pregnant  people (or other individuals) rather 
than in the array of structural forces that produce negative outcomes for 
pregnancies and for  children.

Race and anti- Black racism in par tic u lar play a central role in how vic-
tims and perpetrators of crime are constructed. For example, while assaults 
against white (or, in the case of Laci Peterson, white- passing)  women have 
garnered a  great deal of attention and been the impetus for new feticide leg-
islation, vio lence against pregnant  women of color remains largely ignored. 
The year before Peterson’s murder, Evelyn Hernandez’s body was found in 
the San Francisco Bay  under remarkably similar circumstances. An immi-
grant single  mother from El Salvador, Hernandez was also eight months 
pregnant. However, her murder received  little media or police attention and 
to this day remains unsolved (St. John 2003). Historically, pregnancy has 
not afforded Black  women the protections that it has afforded white  women. 
 Under slavery, Black  women  were denied all rights of motherhood. While 
their reproductive capacity was central to the slavery economy, pregnant 
Black  women  were not spared harsh  labor conditions or the violent forms 
of punishment to which enslaved  people  were frequently subjected (Davis 
1981, 8–11).  After emancipation, Black  women’s reproduction was increas-
ingly associated with degeneracy, and Black  women became the targets of 
a range of eugenic proj ects from coercive sterilization to punitive welfare 
policies that situated their bodies as threats to be controlled rather than sites 
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of protection (Roberts 1997). In addition, the widespread construction of the 
Black female body as threat has made it difficult to recognize Black  women 
as potential victims of vio lence. This is evident in a plethora of con temporary 
examples, ranging from the failure to acknowledge Black  women as victims 
of sexual assault to the criminalization of Black  women’s self- defense to per-
vasive police vio lence against Black  women.

While pregnant  women of color and pregnant Black  women specifi-
cally are less likely to be seen as victims of crime, they are significantly 
more likely to have fetal personhood statutes used against them. A strik-
ing example of this has been the arrest of pregnant  women who use crack 
cocaine on charges such as child abuse and endangerment. Beginning in 
the 1990s,  these arrests  were some of the earliest examples of the systemic 
criminalization of pregnant  women, paving the way for other kinds of 
cases. As Dorothy Roberts demonstrates,  these arrests drew specifically on 
a long history of repre sen ta tions of Black  women as bad  mothers. Though 
no medical evidence substantiated the claims that proliferated about “crack 
babies,” and  there was significant evidence that  legal substances like alco-
hol and tobacco have more substantial effects on a fetus than cocaine, the 
“crack  mother,”  imagined as a Black  woman, became a specific target of 
the criminal justice system. In much the same way as in the criminalization 
of Patel, healthcare providers played a driving role in the criminalization of 
“crack  mothers.” As Roberts (1997, 175) documents, despite comparable 
rates of substance abuse between white and Black pregnant  women, health-
care providers  were ten times more likely to report Black  women to the 
authorities.3

Building on racist perceptions and a long history of medicalized racism, 
the criminalization of substance- using pregnant  women elaborated linkages 
between the health care and criminal justice systems that made  women 
seeking necessary medical care vulnerable to surveillance and policing. 
Roberts (1997) notes that the primary objective of this targeting was the 
punishment of Black  women rather than the protection of  future Black 
 children. This is evidenced both in the negative impact that incarceration 
has on pregnancy outcomes and in the lack of investment or interest in pro-
viding  these  women with treatment for their addictions even when the 
 women themselves sought out this option. Rather, the figure of the “crack 
 mother” came to be seen as both a symbol and source of the structural vio-
lence wrought by racial in equality. Rather than address an array of  factors, 
including economic in equality, unequal access to healthcare, inadequate 
food and housing, and environmental racism, which lead to significantly 
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increased infant mortality for Black babies, the public blamed Black  mothers 
and employed the criminal justice system to punish them.

While, in Purvi Patel’s case, it is the choice not to have a baby that is 
criminalized, in the case of substance- using  mothers the choice to have a 
child is criminalized. However, at the heart of both cases is the idea that 
 women of color’s reproduction needs to be monitored and controlled by the 
state and that  women of color should be punished for being “bad  mothers.” 
While fetal personhood statutes theoretically protect pregnant  women and 
their fetuses as innocent victims of vio lence, in actuality they produced 
practices of criminalization that are bifurcated by race. In the case of ide-
alized white subjects, the fetus emerges as a subject alongside the innocent 
pregnant  woman, as an additional victim whose death enhances the trag-
edy of vio lence against  women. In the case of  women of color and other sub-
jects who are not easily recognized as ideal victims,  these statutes position 
pregnant  women in an antagonistic relationship with their fetuses, and the 
fetuses become the basis for criminalizing  women of color for being preg-
nant at all or for the actions that they take in relation to their pregnancies. 
Although  these statutes are ostensibly designed to protect the fetus, they 
reflect  little  actual concern for the health or  future of  children in commu-
nities of color. By divorcing the interests of the fetus from  those of preg-
nant  people and the communities they are embedded in, the law turns the 
fetus into an abstraction that legitimates the state’s power to punish.

While Patel’s case is usually not placed in the context of the criminal-
ization of “crack  mothers,” the resonances between  these cases highlight 
the implications that an infrastructure of criminalization built through 
anti- Black racism has for other communities of color. In the United States, 
discourses about crime are  shaped first and foremost by anti- Black racism, 
and the practice of policing crime derives from efforts to police and con-
trol Black communities dating back to slavery. However, just as anti- Black 
racism fuels the expansion of carceral institutions, the prison industrial 
complex casts a wide net that entangles many other communities. For 
example, while anti- Black racism has been mobilized to construct the infra-
structure for incarcerating pregnant  women for harm done to their fetuses, 
that infrastructure can readily be used against a broad range of other  people, 
including Asian American  women like Purvi Patel or Bei Bei Shuai. In many 
ways, Patel’s case has been easier to take up within mainstream feminist 
discourse  because she is more easily seen as innocent, and her situation is 
easily assimilated to a pro- choice narrative. However, it is impor tant 
that Asian American feminists resist the tendency to cast Purvi Patel as 
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a sympathetic victim and instead contest the ways that innocence and 
guilt are themselves racialized constructions. This requires making con-
nections among the ways the criminalization of pregnancy affects differently 
situated  women of color.

CO ALI TIONAL POSSIBILITIES

The mobilizations by Asian American feminists in defense of Purvi Patel 
 were both power ful and effective in securing her release from prison.  These 
efforts also provide an impor tant opportunity for building co ali tions among 
 Women of Color feminists to challenge the systemic forces that make the 
criminalization of pregnant  women of color pos si ble at all. By moving 
beyond a pro- choice politics and locating immigration control and the 
criminal justice system as key sites in a co ali tional strug gle for reproduc-
tive justice, Asian American feminist engagements with individual cases 
like Patel’s can become the basis for a larger movement for social transfor-
mation. While I hesitate to offer prescriptive solutions that might simplify 
the complexity inherent in co ali tional politics, I want to conclude by high-
lighting three key questions that this analy sis raises for the  future direc-
tion of reproductive justice organ izing in Asian American communities.

First, in addition to continuing to challenge ste reo types of Asian cultures 
as inherently patriarchal, it is impor tant that Asian American feminists 
grapple with how the US state actively produces and exacerbates gender 
hierarchies in Asian American communities. How do we draw attention to 
and challenge the ways immigration law and a neoliberal economic con-
text shape gender and sexual relations in our communities and families? It 
is impor tant not to simply address the state as an intervening force but also 
to see the role that state power plays in constituting Asian American sub-
jectivities and internal community relations. This, I think, enables us to see 
the strug gles against hierarchical power relations within communities as 
connected to rather than distinct from or a detriment to strug gles against 
racialized and gendered state vio lence.

Second, challenging the criminalization of pregnant  people requires 
making concrete connections between reproductive justice and dismantling 
of the prison industrial complex. While criminalization as a framework 
rests upon blaming individuals for structural prob lems, reproductive jus-
tice shifts the focus away from individual decision making and  toward the 
structural inequalities that shape and curtail  those decisions. While the pro- 
choice versus pro- life framework has centered the question of  whether or 
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not the fetus should be recognized as a subject, po liti cally, for  Women of 
Color, it seems more relevant to contest the idea that criminalization is ever 
an appropriate response to structural inequalities (Roberts 1997; Smith 
2005). For example, some of the most frequent crimes that pregnant  women 
are charged with include child abuse, neglect, and endangerment. While 
pro- choice activists have contested  these charges on the grounds that a fetus 
is not actually a child, Black feminist and antiprison activists might point 
out that  these kinds of charges are also regularly used to criminalize Black 
 mothers for the effects of racialized poverty and have become a tool for state 
removal of Black  children from their communities (Roberts 2002). There-
fore, from the perspective of Black  women and  others who are vulnerable 
to criminalization, it makes sense to challenge the use of  these charges more 
generally rather than simply arguing that they do not apply when the vic-
tim is a fetus.

Fi nally, much of the debate about reproductive rights has focused on the 
question of fetal personhood. While making the fetus into a  legal person 
has been a significant and effective conservative strategy for curtailing abor-
tion rights, I would like to suggest that the question of  whether the fetus 
should legally constitute a person is the wrong question. I would argue that 
the prob lem with fetal personhood statutes is not that they recognize the 
potential humanity of the fetus but rather the way they constitute that 
humanity as in de pen dent from and in an antagonistic relationship with the 
pregnant person. As such,  these statutes are embedded more broadly in a 
liberal construction of personhood in which individual well- being is 
divorced from community well- being. This model of in de pen dent person-
hood enables the punishment of pregnant  women but does not actually 
reflect a concern for fetal health, which cannot be separated from the health 
of the pregnant person and the communities they are embedded in.

Similarly, Purvi Patel’s conviction also rests upon a conception of her 
as individually responsible for the structural inequalities that marginal-
ize her and her community. While a  woman’s right to abortion has been 
secured within the  legal framework of privacy and individual choice, in 
truth meaningful reproductive autonomy also rests upon community 
self- determination.4 If Patel had not been structurally marginalized on 
multiple fronts, her story might look very diff er ent. In addition to not 
being criminalized, perhaps she could have gotten an abortion in a safe 
and supportive environment in which she did not feel that her sexual and 
reproductive decisions put her at odds with her community. While it may 
seem risky to abandon the language of individual choice in a moment in 
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which basic reproductive rights are  under assault, a reproductive justice 
politics requires the development of more complicated ways of thinking 
about situated personhood that are grounded in a recognition of interde pen-
dency and complexity. The idea that po liti cal liberation requires the rec-
ognition and cultivation of new kinds of subjectivity has been central to 
 Women of Color politics and offers a useful place from which to begin this 
proj ect.

To conclude, the criminalization of Purvi Patel was made pos si ble at the 
conjuncture of racist repre sen ta tions of Asian cultures as inherently patri-
archal, the regulation of Asian immigrant families and  labor through immi-
gration policy, and an infrastructure for incarceration that was constructed 
primarily through the mobilization of anti- Black racism. The treatment of 
Patel’s pregnancy and abortion cannot be abstracted from this context, as 
a po liti cal lens that focuses exclusively on reproductive rights attempts to 
do. Asian American feminisms in their specific relationship to Asian femi-
nisms,  Women of Color feminisms, and Asian American communities are 
uniquely positioned to challenge the conditions that underpin assaults like 
the one on Patel. The insights of  Women of Color feminisms, in par tic u lar, 
suggest that Asian American feminisms must remain critical of the frame-
work of individual rights and appeals for state protection. We might instead 
ask, how might the Asian American feminist mobilizations that success-
fully worked to  free Purvi Patel from prison become the basis for building 
deeper connections between a movement for reproductive justice and a 
movement for prison abolition? At the heart of a proj ect like this would be 
the recognition that the transformation of state structures, internal com-
munity dynamics, and individual subjectivities are intimately connected 
and that collective action within and between communities of color has the 
potential to work at all of  these scales si mul ta neously.

NOTES

1 Purvi Patel’s arrest and trial  were highly sensationalized in the media.  Because Patel 
and her  family refused to speak to the press, it is difficult to know what actually hap-
pened the night she lost her pregnancy. The details compiled  here and referenced 
 later in the chapter represent the basic facts that most media reports agree on and 
the facts of the case that are outlined in the appeal verdict. At the appeal, Patel’s 
 legal counsel effectively conceded that Patel had aborted her fetus. For this reason, 
throughout this chapter, I refer to the loss of her pregnancy as a self- induced abor-
tion. For more details, see Purvi Patel v. State of Indiana, 2016, Court of Appeals of 
Indiana, available at www . in . gov / judiciary / opinions / pdf / 07221601tac . pdf.

http://www.in.gov/judiciary/opinions/pdf/07221601tac.pdf


pr i ya k a n da swa m y236

2 In the state of Indiana, to have an abortion, a pregnant individual must first receive 
state- directed counseling that discourages abortion and then endure an eighteen- 
hour waiting period. Abortions are not covered by health insurance except in cases 
of rape, incest, or when the pregnancy poses a danger to the parent’s life. Even indi-
viduals with private insurance must purchase additional insurance to cover elective 
abortions. On top of this,  there are only twelve abortion providers in the entire state, 
and 61  percent of  women live in a county where  there are no abortion providers 
(Guttmacher Institute 2015).

3 Similarly, Paltrow and Flavin (2013) found in their survey of all cases in which preg-
nant  women  were arrested for harm to their fetus that health care providers played a 
more significant role in reporting African American  women than white  women. In 
nearly half of the cases involving African American  women, arrest stemmed directly 
from a report by a healthcare professional. The same was true of less than a third of 
cases involving white  women.

4 For one excellent example of what this might look like, see Jennifer Nelson’s (2003) 
discussion of the Young Lords Party’s demand for “abortion  under community 
control.”
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CHAPTER 11

MULTIPLICIT Y,  WOME N OF COLOR 
POLITICS, AND AN ASIAN 
AME RICAN FE MINIST PR A XIS

Lynn Fujiwara

In 2008 I published  Mothers without Citizenship, Asian 
Immigrant  Women and the Consequences of Welfare Reform (University of 
Minnesota Press). My book was based upon several years of field research 
with community- based organ izations and advocacy efforts in the San Fran-
cisco Bay Area in the wake of President Clinton’s welfare and immigration 
reform. The connection between the demonization of single  mothers and 
the move to “end welfare as we know it,” presented an opportunity to 
examine how race, gender, and poverty could work to dismantle a pro-
gram that (though fraught with prob lems) at least attempted to keep  women 
and  children out of destitution.

Noncitizens  were to suffer massively from welfare and immigrant pro-
visions that worked collaboratively to dismantle all sorts of immigrant 
rights. Most immediate was the devastating impact on el derly and disabled 
immigrants receiving assistance  under the Supplemental Security Income 
program, as well as all immigrants receiving food stamps. My field research 
commenced with a forum conducted by several Bay Area immigrant co ali-
tion groups. As the speakers began to explain the new rules, the folks in 
the audience began to express fears about how they  were  going to survive 
or how they would care for their ailing parents. I learned about the suicide 
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hotlines that community organ izations implemented  because distraught 
immigrants  were so fearful of what was  going to happen to them.

When I began to think about studying welfare and immigration from the 
perspective of immigrant welfare participants, I knew that I wanted to 
understand the day- to- day experiences based upon their social locations, 
racial and gendered experiences, and community involvement. I planned to 
conduct interviews with immigrant welfare participants. I started with a 
very idealistic notion of feminist research as a way to give  women’s voices 
agency and self- empowerment. In my book I speak about the difficulties and 
unexpected challenges I encountered, which led to a more feminist activist 
(formally known as participatory activist research) approach, but I do not 
convey fully the level of complexity that I navigated as a US- born  Woman of 
Color facing multiple levels of difference as I set out to understand the struc-
tural and experiential consequences of welfare and immigration reform.

I began by volunteering at citizenship drives or ga nized by community 
organ izations throughout the Bay Area. Although one of the citizenship 
program directors encouraged me to make phone calls to set up interviews 
with  women who  were current recipients, I soon realized that the power 
differential, along with my language limitations, would be devastating. I 
assumed that  there would be some way that I could communicate my iden-
tity as a single  mother from a working- class background and my intentions 
to make welfare more accessible for  women facing poverty. Instead, my 
immediate introduction (in En glish) as someone  doing research on the con-
sequences of welfare reform was enough to evoke fear in  those I sought to 
interview. Usually the first question they asked was  whether they “had” to 
talk to me, and when they found out that they  didn’t, they quickly hung up. 
But in one instance a  woman became very worried that I was calling  because 
she was in trou ble. She put her young  daughter on the phone to translate. I 
could hear her anxiously proposing questions for her  daughter to ask me, 
which her  daughter would then translate. The  daughter was clearly uncom-
fortable, as she sighed often and asked her questions hesitatingly. Once her 
 mother was convinced that I was not a state agent prying into her affairs, 
she told her  daughter to hang up.

I felt so horrible. I could not believe that I had put  these  women in the 
very position I was trying to critique. I quickly realized that I myself (with 
no research bud get) could not conduct interviews with this group of  women. 
I spent a lot of time  after  those phone calls feeling terrible for invading 
the lives of  these  women and the  daughter as well, and for causing them 
so much discomfort. I asked myself how I had failed to foresee the harmful 
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consequences of this communication approach. I recognized that I had 
inflicted vio lence through language, power, and my seeming appearance 
as a representative of the state. I abandoned my plan to conduct interviews 
and shifted my approach to a participant activist/advocacy research model 
by volunteering in advocacy efforts, demonstrations, citizenship drives, and 
citizenship classes.

Before the book was published, I wrote an article for a special edition on 
feminist methodologies in a prominent feminist journal. Given the com-
plex nature of my research, I utilized the article as a way to work through 
my positionality, limitations, and negotiations as I strove to conduct femi-
nist research. The multiple levels of difference demonstrated a precarious 
positionality that would significantly impact the course of my research proj-
ect.  Here, though I and my subjects all fit within the category Asian / Asian 
American, we could not have been farther apart in terms of power, resources, 
language, and citizenship.

In the article, I utilized feminist theorists like Aihwa Ong, Kamala 
Visweswaran, Pierrette Hondagneu- Sotelo, and Patricia Zavella as a way to 
critique the complexity and incommensurability I found while trying to 
engage in interviews and explain how my proj ect transformed into a femi-
nist activist research methodology through community mobilization efforts. 
Although the heart of my article was a critique of my attempt to conduct 
interviews, one reviewer’s criticism haunted me years  after: “I could not 
believe you tried to conduct your interviews in En glish, this was unforgiv-
able. . . .  From a transnational feminist approach,  those interviews never 
would have been conducted in En glish.” At the core of this reader’s critique 
was my lack of engagement with transnational feminist studies, and my 
foundational framework from the perspective of a US- born citizen. I aban-
doned that article, and it  wasn’t  until many years  later that I reworked it for 
a talk in Asian American Studies at UCLA. It was  there that fellow scholars 
and audience members heard my self- denigration and shame and in their 
insightful feedback challenged me to rethink my own positionality as a US 
 woman of color navigating an intellectual system where transnationality 
often takes primacy in feminist studies and where understandings of racial 
and class difference are reduced or even erased in the context of neoliberal 
global studies.1 In the end, my reworking of multiplicity gave me the tools 
and language to better critique the multivalent and incommensurable lev-
els of power at play in my research experience.

As I write this chapter in 2016, it marks the twentieth anniversary of 
the passing of the 1996 immigration and welfare reform laws  under Bill 
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Clinton. Unfortunately this anniversary has met with  little public or schol-
arly commentary; it could be that our current  battles  under the Trump 
administration have dispersed activist efforts to defending what social 
democracy we have left, with nearly  every ave nue of civil,  human, indig-
enous, and global rights at stake. Making sense of this twenty years  later is 
a long time coming, and perhaps even a much- needed resolution to an 
emotionally haunting experience that started with scathing reviews of a 
methods piece I had written over ten years ago. I revisit  these issues in my 
work to critically reflect on the way I understand the multiple layers of dif-
ference at play between myself as a researcher and the community whose 
histories and experiences compound their po liti cal vulnerability. Looking 
back, I can see with clarity that what is at stake is much more than a schol-
arly bruising, but rather, a  women of color racial/class politics that is in 
tension with at once transnational feminist assumptions of commonality 
and the invisibility of Asian American  women as embedded in historical 
and con temporary neoliberal proj ects of racialized vio lence.

This regrappling gives me the opportunity to reengage with Lisa Lowe’s 
conceptualization of multiplicity in Asian Amer i ca. Lowe’s iconic article, 
“Heterogeneity, Hybridity, and Multiplicity: Marking Asian American 
Differences,” was first published in Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational 
Studies in 1991. At the time, this article gave scholars in Asian American 
studies an impor tant conceptual tool to contend with the complexity, ten-
sions, contradictions, and incommensurabilities within Asian Amer i ca. 
Lowe’s chapter challenges Asian Amer i ca as a monolithic or homogeneous 
identity against a context of whiteness, racial formation, neoliberalism, US 
imperialism, and transnationalism. She pushes scholars and researchers to 
take on the thorny issues of intraethnic privilege and power, the reproduc-
tion of oppressions, and a consciousness for solidarity and co ali tion. Uti-
lizing the notion of valences, Lowe notes the incommensurabilities within 
the heterogeneous group constituting Asian Amer i ca and considers the 
possibilities of  future solidarities through multivalent points of po liti cal 
commonality. Lowe’s formulation of heterogeneity, hybridity, and multiplic-
ity gave feminist scholars like myself the theoretical language to engage 
the complexities of difference and to insert Asian American issues into 
intersectional dialogues.

 Because intersectionality exposes the inability of the state’s top- down 
logic to make intelligible the complexity of Asian American strug gles, it also 
exposes the need for a co ali tional praxis in Asian American feminist 
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research. Accordingly, a co ali tional praxis that presumes the multiple inter-
dependent heterogeneous subjectivities of Asian Americans requires us to 
utilize the lens of multiplicity, a lens that foregrounds racialized neo co-
lo nial systems of neoliberalism and globalization to illuminate incom-
mensurabilities within and across Asian Amer i ca as sites of co ali tional 
consciousness- raising; in turn, the lens of multiplicity gives us the tools to 
read and engage other wise conflicted moments as generating knowledge 
that fuels a co ali tional praxis committed to Asian American feminist change 
on the ground. Examining the point of contention by the feminist journal’s 
reviewer, I emphasize the increasing significance of multiplicity as a con-
ceptual framework to unpack the complex differences within a racial 
minoritized group that is majority foreign born.

In this chapter, I expand on Lowe’s conceptual usefulness of multiplic-
ity to critically interrogate the interdependent heterogeneous subjects pro-
duced through multiple valences of power toward an Asian American 
feminist praxis that carries forward feminist of color calls for intersection-
ality.  Legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw is noted for coining the term inter-
sectionality to address the failure of antidiscrimination law to see Black 
 women as litigants based si mul ta neously on race and gender. Crenshaw’s 
analy sis exposed the ways Black  women are rendered invisible through 
single- axis modalities of understanding oppression such as race, gender, and 
class. Her theory of intersectionality complicates relative positionalities by 
embedding intersecting locations within power structures that are  shaped 
si mul ta neously by race, gender, and class.

As intersectionality took epistemological primacy, feminist scholars put 
this theoretical framework into methodological and po liti cal action. While 
intersectionality has become a commonplace concept among millennials, 
putting this framework into praxis continues to be challenging. On Sep-
tember  24, 2015,  after the tragic death of Sandra Bland in a Texas jail 
cell, Crenshaw published an article in the Washington Post titled “Why 
Intersectionality  Can’t Wait.” Crenshaw (2015) says, “ Today, nearly three 
de cades  after I first put a name to the concept, the term seems to be every-
where. But if  women and girls of color continue to be left in the shadows, 
something vital to the understanding of intersectionality has been lost.” Her 
point  here is to highlight the per sis tent invisibility of Black  women and 
girls, who also face injustice and death at the hands of the police. In a simi-
lar vein, Latoya Peterson (2015), the editor at Racialicious . com, insists that 
intersectionality must be more than an academic term utilized to theorize 
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identity or social position: “It becomes too easy to allow some feminists to 
recite the pillars of an intersectional feminism while still finding a thou-
sand ways to marginalize  people out of the framework.”

I begin with this cursory reflection on feminist of color conceptualiza-
tions of intersectionality, positionality, and social location, as a way to guide 
my use of multiplicity as a conceptual tool that complicates what can be an 
oversimplification of intersecting identity locations. In par tic u lar, I think 
about how the development of US Third World and multiracial feminist per-
spectives moved epistemological frameworks to engage in complex exami-
nations of  women of color in the United States, whose experiences are 
 shaped by colonial pro cesses of racial and gendered domination. At the 
heart of this connection I strive for an Asian American feminist praxis 
grounded in difference and heterogeneity while engaging  Women of Color 
politics that situate Asian Americans within broader racial gendered dis-
cussions. The understanding that difference plays out in power relations is 
not new, but how we go about examining difference can obscure or illumi-
nate the power relations and the varying impacts of social policies that shape 
 people’s circumstances differently. In the following sections I use the  Women 
of Color feminist methodology of theorizing in the flesh to illustrate the 
incommensurabilities within Asian Amer i ca that pushed me to rethink the 
conceptualization of multiplicity as a format for an Asian American femi-
nist praxis that aligns with the co ali tional politics of  Women of Color.

MULTIPLICITY: POSITIONALITY AND INCOMMENSURABILITY

In Lowe’s iconic 1991 article she points to a discussion in a short story 
between two Chinese American  women, each harboring a fear that the other 
does not see her as authentically Chinese. The idea of racial authenticity is 
multifaceted and complex, but in this context the  women held onto mark-
ers of language, time in China (homeland), and  family practices. Lowe’s 
timely intervention reflects on the multiplicity and heterogeneity in Asian 
Amer i ca as post-1965 Asians in Amer i ca have forged new communities and 
presence in the United States, in relation to third- , fourth- , and fifth- 
generation Asian Americans whose ancestors primarily migrated to 
Amer i ca before the 1924 immigration bar to most of Asia. Often referred to 
as two separate waves of immigration, the descendants of first- wave immi-
grants have vastly diff er ent experiences from transnationals, mi grants, ref-
ugees, and their  children since 1965. Lowe states, “As with other diasporas 
in the United States, the Asian immigrant collectivity is unstable and 
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changeable, with its cohesion complicated by intergenerationality, by vari-
ous degrees of identification and relation to a ‘homeland,’ and by diff er ent 
extents of assimilation to and distinction from ‘majority culture’ in the 
United States” (Lowe 1991, 27).

Lowe draws from Frantz Fanon to fully grapple with contrasting Asian 
American differences, as well as multivalences of oppression, histories of 
colonialism and neo co lo nial proj ects of nationalism and assimilationism 
that are integral to interrogations of multiplicity and Asian American pol-
itics. Lowe utilizes Fanon’s critique of neo co lo nial bourgeois nationalism, 
which formulates identity around ethnicity and culture (thus inverting 
colonialism), to advocate for a more complex understanding of multiple 
positionalities in Asian Amer i ca. Lowe states, “An Asian American subject 
is never purely and exclusively ethnic, for that subject is always of a par tic u-
lar class, gender, and sexual preference, and may therefore feel responsible to 
movements that are or ga nized around  these other designations. . . .  [T]hese 
differences represent greater po liti cal opportunity to affiliate with other 
groups whose cohesions may be based on other valences of oppression.” 
Thinking about the difficulties of ethnic and cultural markers that shape 
who we are, I push Lowe’s articulation of multiple valences of oppression to 
crystalize an Asian American feminist praxis that can approach re sis tance 
movements from varying points of entry and belonging.

Throughout my research experience, once I began a more feminist 
activist approach with communities engaged in mobilizing efforts, I could 
see that the level of heterogeneity and multiplicity was unbound, every-
where, inherent, and inescapable. The levels of difference and complexity 
among  those organ izing in community- based organ izations varied from 
 lawyers, law students,  legal aid workers,  union workers, social ser vice pro-
viders, el derly, alter- able- bodied Asian Americans and immigrants, college 
students, youth, wealthy, impoverished, citizens and noncitizens. Then  there 
was me, a third/fourth- generation, monolingual En glish speaker who grew 
up in an inland town in San Diego’s North County— where  there  were no 
other  people of color (in my youth)— whose parents had been incarcerated 
in Japa nese American internment camps as  children during WWII, a 
single  mother of a young school- age  daughter, immersed in the immigrant 
rights movement in the San Francisco Bay Area during Clinton era welfare/
immigration reform. I frequently critiqued my own place as a researcher, 
as moments that illuminated my own privilege seriously put in question my 
role within this very complex movement. To make sense of unavoidable 
moments of contradiction, Lowe’s piece, and her conceptualization of 
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multiplicity specifically, in dialogue with  Women of Color frameworks of 
difference, gave me the lens and tools to consider the necessity for an Asian 
American and  Women of Color feminist praxis.

To illustrate the politics of multiplicity, I socially locate myself as a way 
to complicate my positionality as a scholar, researcher, and teacher, as I 
examine my own subject formation across multiple valences of power 
through my research experience. Language was a bit of a sore spot for my 
 family of origin. My  father failed kindergarten in Los Angeles  because he 
could speak only Japa nese. His grandparents had migrated from Japan to 
work on plantations in Hawai‘i, where his parents  were born (both in Hilo). 
Growing up surrounded by Japa nese plantation workers, my  father’s par-
ents spoke only Japa nese  until they left for the mainland. My  father 
recounted the humiliation of failing kindergarten, and once he learned 
En glish, he lost his Japa nese. My  mother’s parents had migrated from 
Japan in the early 1920s. My  mother (sixth of eight  daughters) knew enough 
“broken” Japa nese to communicate with her parents, but at the age of five, 
she was incarcerated in Manzanar concentration camp during WWII. 
As she was growing up, her parents insisted that she speak En glish and 
assimilate into American culture by attending Christian churches, even 
though they  were practicing Buddhists.

 After my parents and their families  were released from concentration 
camps at the end of WWII, they faced a postwar anti- Japanese racism they 
both described as horrifying and traumatizing. Beyond the racial epithets, 
getting spat on, racist teachers and schools, watching their parents strug gle 
 after losing every thing during internment,  there  were deeper feelings of 
shame and embarrassment that caused confusion to them as  children. 
Unlike the model- minority narrative, neither of my parents received college 
degrees, and in 1968 they ventured into a nursery business in a small, then 
rural, nearly all- white town in North County in San Diego, just eigh teen 
miles south of the home of Tom Metzger, founder of the White Aryan Re sis-
tance. My parents had a hard time buying property, and we regularly experi-
enced racist affronts growing up.

Like many other students of color from predominantly white commu-
nities, it was not  until undergraduate classes that I was exposed to lit er a-
ture and scholarship by  people of color and  Women of Color. I had no 
plans to pursue a PhD; the idea was never suggested by any of my profes-
sors until my last year of college. I was a young  mother in my last years of 
undergraduate studies at University of California San Diego when I stum-
bled on two courses taught by a visiting instructor, “Asian American 
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 Women” and “Asian American Community Issues.” The visiting instruc-
tor could see my excitement over the discovery of a personally driven intel-
lectual and po liti cal consciousness, and she introduced the idea of gradu ate 
school to me.

Reflecting back on my po liti cal investment in studying the impacts of 
welfare and immigration reform and my attempt at interviewing nonciti-
zen welfare recipients, I remain accountable to the harm caused by my fail-
ure to consider how English- only interviews would impact the  women with 
whom I sought to connect. However, I think the reviewer’s comments also 
warrant a critical analy sis. The reviewer’s critique is not incorrect, but her 
expression of disbelief and disgust (calling my misstep “unforgivable”) at 
my attempt to interview in En glish from a transnational feminist primacy 
reflects a larger dynamic between transnational feminisms and US  Women 
of Color feminisms. I do not wish to engage in an adversarial debate, as both 
fields are critical to broader feminist, antiracist, and global formations of 
power, oppression, and re sis tance. From a  Woman of Color perspective, 
though, transnational feminisms have carried stronger institutional vali-
dation than  Women of Color feminisms.2 Though it has taken me some 
fifteen years to be in a position to rethink this discussion on feminist praxis 
in relation to research conducted twenty years ago, this opportunity to crit-
ically engage this tension is impor tant for scholars of both fields. Multi-
plicity as a conceptual framework provides not only more complex ways of 
negotiating incommensurable differences in research and scholarship; it 
also provides a more complicated way to think about po liti cal strug gles and 
a feminist praxis that strives for co ali tional formations with accountability 
to differing, conflicted, and incommensurable positionalities. In the fol-
lowing section, I continue to examine multiplicity as a tool for unpacking 
incommensurable differences but push the conceptual framework to con-
sider the potential for co ali tional work.

CO ALI TIONAL POSSIBILITIES AND MULTIPLICITY IN  
ASIAN/AMERICAN ORGAN IZING

Michael Hames- García elaborates in Identity Complex: Making the Case for 
Multiplicity (2011, 13) a theoretical premise of social identity “as the mutual 
constitution and overlapping of si mul ta neously experienced and po liti cally 
significant categories such as ability, citizenship, class, ethnicity, gender, 
race, religion, and sexuality. Rather than existing as essentially separate axes 
that sometimes intersect, social identities blend, constantly and differently, 
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expanding one another and mutually constituting one another’s meanings.” 
Hames- Garcia’s working of multiplicity synthesizes a racialized gender sys-
tem that “reveals the extent to which the gender and sexual domination of 
racially subordinated  peoples has roots in the legacies of modernity and 
coloniality” (106). For my purposes  here, what is most illuminating about 
this framework is that it foregrounds the embedded colonial vio lence of 
white supremacy and racialized neo co lo nial systems of neoliberalism and 
globalization against which par tic u lar groups resist and empower them-
selves, without erasing the legacies and per sis tent oppressions among mul-
tiple valences of power and position.

To think about multiplicity as always embedded in (neo)colonial proj-
ects of white supremacy provides a logistical format for thinking about the 
incommensurabilities within intersecting sites of co ali tion. This framework 
gives me a more complex analytical tool with which to make sense of the 
multiple layers of conflict and collaboration in the brief example of my 
research experience and the subsequent review of my article that attempted 
to critically analyze my research experience. I developed my research proj-
ect through a complex web of economic vulnerability, racism, and racial-
ized gendered assumptions of need and entitlement. My own experiences 
of white supremacy and economic vulnerability  shaped the foci and orien-
tation of my research.

As a third/fourth- generation Asian American, I grew up very aware of 
my parents’ incarceration as  children. They  were heavi ly scarred from this 
experience. Their families  were very poor, but surrounded by community 
and  family, they grew up to be proud, intelligent, and industrious. For me, 
growing up in that remote town in inland San Diego County with virtu-
ally no  people of color, a town that prided itself on being a bastion of the 
American West, with a rodeo and an annual parade that included men in 
cowboy outfits shooting cap guns at Native Americans (white men in cos-
tumes) and a float featuring a sheriff and a jail cell with a bandit yelling for 
his release; I used to fear that one of  those sheriffs was  going to come and 
take my  father back to camp, as both my parents often reminded me that 
“it could happen again.” I recall walking into stores that refused to serve us 
and witnessing my parents negotiating with racist  people with their heads 
held high in the moment, but what we saw in our home was quite devastat-
ing. My way of coping was to stay as small as pos si ble, to not be seen, and 
to blend in as best I could.

I describe this neo co lo nial racial milieu of my formative years as a way 
to underscore the racialized gendered system of white supremacy that 
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pervaded  every aspect of my  family’s survival.  Until I left home in my mid-
twenties, as a  mother, I never knew the feeling of ac cep tance, I never felt 
the comfort or assurance that I would be served in any given establishment. 
I witnessed the backlash against mi grant Latinos as their presence increased 
in the 1980s, the stories and racist narratives of mi grant crime, fear, sexual 
vio lence, and drugs. Thus, in the 1990s, as a single  mother in gradu ate school 
in Santa Cruz, the attack on immigrants through Proposition 187 in 1994, 
then the Personal Responsibility Act and Illegal Immigration Reform 
Act of 1996, my anger over the blatant display of nativism and the move 
for exclusion heightened my po liti cal interests to focus on examining the 
nativist policy movement, hoping to make some contribution to advo-
cacy efforts.

Yet the multiple layers of difference remained as I set out to do my 
research. The racist imperialist thread  shaped by a long trajectory of Amer-
ican intrusion in Asia through militarization and capitalism held in com-
mon an understanding of exploitation and exclusion. However, I, having 
been  shaped as monolingual by the internal colonial racialized gendered 
system of white supremacy, had never traveled outside the United States, 
and I strug gled eco nom ically as a single  mother, racking up major debt 
through student loans and credit card advances while attempting to do 
research entirely on my own with few resources. Looking back now, I am 
not utilizing this framework to excuse my  mistakes in attempting to con-
duct interviews with immigrant and refugee  women facing welfare cutoffs, 
but I can at least analyze the structures, systems, and cultural formations 
that  shaped that unfortunate attempt and recognize that it was a product of 
something much larger than myself. My failures to communicate reflect 
my own heterogeneous subjectivity born through multivalences of power. 
English- only colonial and white supremacist US laws and the vio lence of 
assimilation shape monolingualism among US  people of color.3

Although I abandoned my attempt to interview Asian immigrant and 
refugee  women, I continued participatory feminist activist research meth-
ods in community- based immigrant rights organ izations, advocacy cam-
paigns, marches, and citizenship drives. I found myself immersed in 
community ser vice and po liti cal campaigns that would ultimately lead me 
to engage in research where community needs and goals directed my 
research. Participatory research is characterized by the intent to implement 
social change not from the top down but rather by following the course of 
action led by community participants. Suspending the “legitimized” top- 
down mode of knowledge acquisition enabled a horizontal move that 



252

temporarily shifted the hierarchical connections across difference and 
allowed me to navigate the multivalences of power through a co ali tionally 
minded feminist praxis. I worked side by side with immigrant and refugee 
 women in ways I never could have  under other conditions. Reflecting back, 
I can see that my own experiences of racialized class and gendered harm 
allowed me to understand, know, and feel the emotional harm I had caused 
to  those few I tried to interview. Likewise, in a more horizontal approach 
to researching the welfare and immigrant rights movement, it was my 
emotional knowing of racialized and economic vulnerability that allowed 
me to connect with  those I was working with. Hames- García argues that 
an expansion of po liti cal interests can occur through attending to multi-
plicity (Hames- García 2011, 27). A multiplicity through expanded inter-
ests can generate a feminist praxis and, in the case of my activist research, 
an Asian American feminist praxis that allowed me to connect with mem-
bers of the immigrant rights movement based upon my po liti cal and emo-
tional understanding of the racial, gendered, and classed harm inflicted by 
welfare.

As a volunteer positioned lower in the organ ization’s chain of com-
mand, I often “took  orders” from immigrant and refugee  women during 
marches, workshops, or even citizenship drives. My work became useful 
for advocacy mea sures, as I found myself producing lit er a ture used in 
meetings with local county officials. As a community activist, I was operat-
ing in a world where  women’s voices  were often raw, angry, and defiant. I was 
in constant correspondence with other activists sharing their own experi-
ences, passing on the words spoken by the immigrants they worked with, 
and witnessing the collective work to pull  these narratives together for advo-
cacy purposes. As a result, I was able to examine how social policy affected 
immigrant  women and their families at the community level. I was able to 
see how the power of the state operated on multiple levels (for individuals, 
families, and the community).

I  will illustrate with an example from my field notes:

On a cool autumn Saturday after noon in 1997, I sat around a  table in the 
Northern California Co ali tion for Immigrant and Refugee Rights, with 
about twelve other organizers and immigrant activists. We  were planning 
our march on Sacramento and legislative visits with our local representa-
tives and senators to demand that they rescind the immediate cuts that 
 were about to be implemented. Among  these twelve  people  were activists, 
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staff members, immigrants, and their translators from Vietnam, China, 
Laos, Mexico, and Rus sia. At one point an el derly  woman from Viet-
nam spoke very passionately, looking at each of us younger appearing 
staff, pointing her fin ger at us, softly hitting the  table to emphasize the 
significance of what she was saying: “You have to realize how hard it is 
to survive. You see we  were forced to leave and come  here. The US told us 
that we would be taken care of  here  because we fought for them. It has 
been very hard  here, we  didn’t have the skills to get good jobs, and now 
we are too old. No one wants to hire me now. But we need our SSI to pay 
the rent. I  don’t know what we  will do when we  don’t have it. We are not 
 going to be able to get by, if they take our cash. We need to make them 
change their minds or we  will not get by.” We listened intently and prom-
ised that we would all work hard to get Congress to restore SSI and food 
stamps.

Another soft- spoken el derly man speaking Spanish talked about the 
de cades he has worked in this country, working in the fields, the  family 
he has raised. Now that he is older and unable to work, he is being told 
that he cannot collect his Supplemental Security Income, which pays for 
his housing. Through his translator he tells us, “I  will be homeless. I 
have worked hard all of my life, I have never been homeless, and now 
that I can no longer work, I fear I  will be homeless.” Every one around 
the  table nodded in agreement and compassion, when the NCCIRR staff 
member leading the meeting, a Viet nam ese American  woman in her 
mid twenties, expressed in anger, “ There we have it, we  will march on 
Sacramento, we  will bring folks from all over California in their wheel-
chairs, walkers, however we have to, to show  these legislators who they 
are hurting!”

Shortly  after, a Korean American  woman said, “I’m in my fifties, and I 
work at a grocery store. My  mother is about to lose her disability benefits. 
She has Alzheimer’s and needs to live in her nursing home. If she loses her 
disability, she  won’t get the care she needs, and I  can’t both keep working 
and take care of her. She needs twenty- four- hour care.” Many folks 
around the  table had never thought of a situation like the one this  woman 
spoke about. Middle- age  children of el derly immigrant parents  were find-
ing themselves in a bind  because they did not have the means to support 
their parents. This  woman went on to explain that she is barely making 
ends meet for her and her two dependent  children. She said apologetically 
that she does not have other  family that she can rely on for help. She was 
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fearful and upset at the idea of her  mother being kicked out of her nursing 
home. The atmosphere of the meeting went from solemn and quiet to 
enraged and boisterous. Suddenly the room was full of energy, folks 
working on organ izing legislator lists, signs, volunteer calls, and every one 
was working together, mainly taking  orders from the el derly immigrants 
who  were seen as the experts of the group.

In this group, the most striking differences  were generational, national 
origin, race, gender, social economic status, educational background, and 
language. The commonality that brought us together was a po liti cal invest-
ment in challenging the anti- immigrant provisions in the welfare law. Like-
wise, immigrants who would normally not interact  were collaborating and 
supporting each other as they shared stories of economic deprivation and 
po liti cal marginalization. Though experiences varied and  family structures 
differed, the complexity was understood and structured into a larger dia-
logue and a platform for immigrant rights.

Through a feminist praxis that centered a lens of multiplicity, I was ulti-
mately able to engage in the multiple valances of power through a multi-
plicity that allowed me to recognize my own location in relation to  those I 
was working with and for. It was only through this co ali tional praxis that I 
was able to see the multiple layers of difference, strug gle, and solidarity 
among and across the heterogeneous immigrant rights communities. 
My role as newcomer and volunteer de- elevated my status in the eyes of 
many immigrants— longtime community members who  were very familiar 
with the staff— who felt a sense of belonging and owner ship of the organ-
ization or community center. Some immigrants acted as though they 
needed to educate me on the conditions they faced. No longer was I the 
distant, threatening, potential agent of the state. Rather, I was perceived as 
someone who needed to understand their situations to challenge Con-
gress. And I was accountable to this perception that I needed to learn how 
to move in solidarity with  these multiply diff er ent community members.

The leveling I experienced as a volunteer and immigrant rights activist 
went beyond the patient educational explanations that many immigrants 
felt compelled to teach us about their situations so that we could better fight 
Congress for the restorations. When immigrants utilized ser vices at the 
Immigration Program of Santa Clara County or the Asian  Women’s Cen-
ter, they expected me to provide assistance. Their sharing of their situations 
was not seen as an unwanted invasion or interrogation, but rather as an 
explanation to get the appropriate guidance or advocacy within and against 
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the system. However, in some instances, immigrants became impatient 
with me and expressed their frustration and demands that I act more 
immediately and proactively. The following scene is from a volunteer 
experience at the Asian  Women’s Center in San Francisco Chinatown 
when I worked with a  woman on a long and cumbersome application for 
naturalization:

I was helping a  woman in her early fifties with her N400. She began to get 
very frustrated with me as we went through each question. She especially 
got mad when I had to tell her that she would have a nearly two- year wait 
before she would even get an interview with the INS. In a very sharp and 
crisp tone she said, “Why  can’t you do it faster?” I tried explaining that all 
I was  doing was helping her with the form, that I  wasn’t making any deci-
sions or acting in any “official” capacity. “What am I  going to do?” she 
started to yell. She was very upset, and I could see that she was feeling 
very panicked. I tried to explain that it looked like the law might change, 
and she might be able to keep her SSI  because so many  people  will not be 
able to live. I said, “Many  people are working on it so that the government 
 will change the law again, so noncitizens  will be able to keep their bene-
fits.” She responded, “Well you better make sure they change that law fast, 
 because we are not  going to be able to live if they take that away from us.”

My ability to engage in  these settings as a researcher as well as an immi-
grant rights activist proved critical, as my positioning marked me as an 
“insider” to the mobilization efforts. Although my presence in the immi-
grant rights movement was not necessarily through an intersecting point 
of commonality, I was identifiable as an Asian American  woman who was 
 there to do the po liti cal work. I often felt my ability to negotiate the genera-
tional relationship with fluency informed the deference and humility on my 
part that  shaped our interactions and conversations. Although our differ-
ences  were significant, and I had impor tant privileges as a citizen with eco-
nomic advantages, language skills, and education, I was still accessible 
through a familiarity born of shared strug gles as an Asian American  woman 
advocating for noncitizens facing exclusion from benefits. For eco nom ically 
vulnerable immigrants and refugees, the act of making their circumstances 
public for po liti cal purposes carried a familiar form of collective responsi-
bility as politicized subjects. Thus, my connection with immigrants’ rights 
community organ izations and advocacy efforts positioned me as an ally 
across and within  these multiple valences of power. However, it was not just 



256

a  matter of finding a diff er ent research approach; my ability to engage with 
immigrant rights co ali tional groups, citizenship drives, and advocacy efforts 
required a constant critical negotiation of my own positionality, both his-
torically informed and in the pres ent, through reading and understanding 
the terrain of the folks I was working with. While our po liti cal interests 
 shaped the heterogeneous configurations of folks, we  were clear of the leg-
islative harm of the law and set out to challenge its implementation. Multi-
plicity was essential, though not simply articulated as an Asian American 
and Asian immigrant and refugee po liti cal praxis.

MULTIPLICITY AS A TOOL FOR  
ASIAN AMERICAN FEMINIST PRAXIS

The heterogeneity that shapes Asian Amer i ca complicates the ways we 
think about and enact solidarity. Claire Jean Kim recognizes that Asian 
Americans are roughly two- thirds foreign born and remain one of the 
most internally diverse racial minority groups in the United States (Kim 
2004, 22).  Either internally within an Asian American– identified com-
munity or broadly among communities facing other forms of po liti cal and 
structural marginalization, how we understand our positionalities requires 
a critical consciousness of the multiple valances of power that we occupy 
and/or resist. Chandra Mohanty’s argument for po liti cal solidarity and 
common interests remains pertinent to how we mobilize po liti cally across 
differences. Mohanty (1997, 8) states, “This idea of po liti cal solidarity in the 
context of the incorporation of Third World  women into a global economy 
offers a basis for cross- cultural comparison and analy sis that is grounded in 
history and social location rather than in an ahistorical notion of culture or 
experience.”

Mohanty’s argument illuminates the transnational feminist reviewer’s 
critique of my article submission as an erasure of my own multiple strug-
gles as an Asian American  Woman of Color, which informed my cultural 
competency to be able to connect with immigrants and refugees who did 
not speak En glish. She reduces my cultural competency to linguistic know- 
how in an erasure of my history and social location as enabling modes of 
complex communication that extend beyond shared linguistic codes. My 
own trajectory of strug gles against racialized neo co lo nial systems of neolib-
eralism and globalization moved me to share common po liti cal investments 
with the refugee and immigrant  women with whom I sought to connect. 
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This disposition to connect across strug gles enabled me to shift to partici-
patory action research where I became legible to  these subjects through 
on- the- ground organ izing as someone to whom they could communicate 
their experiences and needs. The eclipsing of  Women of Color feminisms 
in the review informed the pain I experienced as an epistemic subject 
denied the lens of multiplicity in my attempt to center immigrant/refugee 
 women. The lens of multiplicity makes vis i ble my positionality within 
multiple valences of power and makes us conscious of embodied knowl-
edge born of lived strug gle, encouraging us to suspend legitimized frames 
of knowing that disavow emotional forces shaping who we are and how we 
relate. In suspending legitimized frames that presume singular and exclu-
sionary modes of knowing, we can attend to the energies infusing a col-
lective strug gle so as to fuel solidarity. Attention to the complexity of 
multiple valences of power helps one avoid presuming that a monolingual 
Asian American is incapable of communicating and connecting with Asian 
refugees and immigrants who cannot speak English—or that an Asian 
immigrant/refugee cannot connect and communicate with an Asian Amer-
ican who knows white supremacy intimately, albeit differently than them.

In line with  Women of Color feminists who  were challenging binary log-
ics in race and feminist studies, Lowe’s articulation of multiplicity strives 
to expand our analyses of counterhegemonic formations in minoritized 
communities that account “for a multiplicity of vari ous, non equivalent 
groups, one of which is Asian Americans” (Lowe 1991, 29). In recognizing 
the multiple valences of power in co ali tional spaces,  there is no pretense of 
equivalency or an intersecting sameness. Rather, the commonalities that 
bring  people together are  shaped through a  Women of Color politics of 
knowing oppression through our lived experiences while recognizing and 
holding accountable our varying levels of privilege. In her 1996 revised ver-
sion of “Heterogeneity, Hybridity, and Multiplicity” in Immigrant Acts: On 
Asian American Cultural Politics, Lowe expands on multiplicity as a po liti-
cal framework where multiple levels of difference among the vari ous actors 
shape co ali tional space, forms of solidarity, and resulting strug gles. She 
states, “We can make more explicit—in light of feminist theory that has 
gone perhaps the furthest in theorizing multiple determined nations and 
the importance of positionalities— that it may be difficult to act exclusively 
in terms of a single valence or po liti cal interest— such as race, ethnicity, 
or nation— because social subjects are the sites of a variety of differences” 
(Lowe 1996, 73–74).4 For Asian American feminisms, multiplicity provides 
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a way of engaging  Women of Color politics through shared po liti cal invest-
ments and a consciousness of difference and power.

The issues I have explored  here further crystalize how a framework of 
multiplicity can be useful for resistant strategies, self- reflexive po liti cal 
accountability, and mobilizing efforts. Multiplicity allows us to grapple with 
the messy, contradictory, and incommensurable relationships that still find 
us fighting on the same side. While numerous Asian American or Asian 
immigrant communities may find few intersecting structural similarities 
with the demands of the Black Lives  Matter movement, a racialized con-
sciousness of institutionalized racism that can see the oppositional 
divide- and- conquer motifs can lead to the organ izing of such groups as 
Asians4BlackLives. The Asians4BlackLives movement uses a framework of 
multiplicity to enact a form of solidarity that si mul ta neously recognizes 
Asian Americans as racially privileged vis- à- vis Black Americans and as 
racially subordinated by white supremacist foundations.

Strategies for solidarity require naming and grappling with difference, 
conflict, and the potentials for enacting harm by  those whose relative 
privileges impose communicative obstacles in our attempts to unite with 
differently oppressed  people. From a po liti cally resistant standpoint, the 
stakes remain critical, as Asian American feminists often need to define 
their common interests and po liti cal consciousness within cross- racial 
social justice strug gles. The tension of naming the multiple layers of dif-
ference within Asian Amer i ca lends itself to the relative invisibility of Asian 
Americans as co ali tional subjects. In other words, when Asian American 
feminists fail to account for the multiple differences within Asian Amer i ca 
itself, we reinforce the very homogenizing logics that render us invisible 
as co ali tional subjects in solidarity with other communities of color. 
Multiplicity as a feminist praxis inserts complexity into any co ali tional 
space, where Asian American feminist activists share common po liti cal 
interests, even though diff er ent social and historical pro cesses bring them 
 there. Using a lens that accounts for and engages multiplicity is especially 
urgent in “Trump’s Amer i ca” as Asian American feminists heed the call to 
or ga nize against the per sis tence of police brutality  toward Black bodies, the 
Muslim ban, anti- immigration, the attack on healthcare, the environment, 
workers, and Mexico. In  these trying times an Asian American feminist 
praxis must always remain conscious of the multiple valances of power at 
play, as well as our positions within and across  those valences, to enter the 
spaces in which to enact solidarity.
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NOTES

1 Major thanks to Grace Hong, who in her audience comments at my talk at UCLA 
helped me to rethink my “failure,” beyond my privilege and power, but more so to 
unpack the complexities and multiplicities from a  Woman of Color feminist per-
spective that  shaped such a critical encounter.

2 For a more elaborate discussion, see Soto (2005), Chowdhury (2006), Holloway 
(2006), and Roshanravan (2012).

3 Thanks to Shireen Roshanravan for helping me parse this out.
4  Here Lowe is discussing the work of Trinh T. Minh-ha, Chela Sandoval, and Angela 

Davis in challenging binary logics that place  Women of Color on the margins of 
antiracist, antisexist strug gles, pointing to the complexity and the need for an 
understanding of positionality that centers the specificities of par tic u lar strug gles 
within its po liti cal context.
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CHAPTER 12

WEAPONIZ ING OUR (IN)VIS IB ILIT Y

Asian American Feminist Ruptures of  
the Model- Minority Optic

shireen roshanravan

In November of 2014, Peter Liang, a Chinese American 
police officer employed by the New York City Police Department (NYPD), 
was conducting a routine patrol in the dark stairwell of a predominantly 
African American public housing unit in Brooklyn. With the elevator out 
of commission, residents regularly used the stairwell to enter or exit the 
unit. On this day, for an unknown reason, Officer Liang entered the dark 
stairwell with his gun drawn and ready to fire; it accidentally went off. The 
bullet ricocheted off a wall and killed Akai Gurley, an innocent unarmed 
African American  father who happened to be leaving his friend’s seventh- 
story apartment. Instead of immediately administering CPR and calling 
for an ambulance, as professional protocol required, Liang left Gurley to 
bleed, as he worried about his own fate instead of Gurley’s imminent death.1 
Consequently, Liang was indicted for second- degree manslaughter, a charge 
that carries a sentence of up to fifteen years in prison, becoming the first 
NYPD officer to be indicted in ten years for an on- duty shooting. In response 
to Liang’s indictment, Chinese Americans across the nation took to the 
streets with signs that read “Racist Prosecution” and “Peter Liang Deserves 
Justice Too.” The first nationwide public protest led by Asian Americans in 
de cades sought public attention for what they believed was the racist pros-
ecution or “scapegoating” of a Chinese American police officer (Wang 
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2016). Justice Danny Chun eventually reduced Liang’s charge from man-
slaughter to criminally negligent hom i cide and sentenced Liang to five 
years of probation and eight hundred hours of community ser vice but no 
jail time.

As the nationwide protests erupted against Liang’s indictment, another 
Asian American mobilization took flight in support of Gurley’s  family and 
the larger Black Lives  Matter movement. In New York City, the Commit-
tee Against Anti- Asian Vio lence (CAAAV) and Asians4BlackLives- NYC 
issued statements to the Chinese and larger Asian American community 
to declare solidarity with Gurley’s  family and demand police accountabil-
ity for the systemic murder of Black  people (Rao 2016). During a discus-
sion hosted by the in de pen dent media outlet Democracy Now! CAAAV 
executive director Cathy Dang sat next to Akai Gurley’s aunt, Hertencia 
Petersen, in vocal and visual solidarity with Petersen’s demands for justice 
for her slain nephew. Dang’s visual and ideological alignment with Gur-
ley’s aunt stood in stark contrast to that of John Liu, also pres ent for the 
discussion, who sat opposite Petersen and per sis tently defended Liang’s 
light sentence. While Liu, the first Asian American elected to the city coun-
cil in New York City, argued with Petersen and at times talked over her, 
Dang entered the conversation infrequently but thoughtfully to support 
Peterson and the larger demand to hold all police officers accountable for 
murder. She never attempted to speak for Petersen or make her own dis-
play of Asian American solidarity the reason for being pres ent. Instead, 
Dang made clear in her comments that Petersen’s demands should also be 
Asian American demands, insisting that “all lives  matter when Black lives 
 matter” (Democracy Now! 2015). Her presence in the Democracy Now! 
segment offered a model of Asian American visibility inextricable from 
co ali tion with Black strug gle.

This chapter analyzes  these diff er ent post- Liang trajectories of Asian 
American public visibility to argue that Asian Americans can challenge 
what Mitsuye Yamada calls our “unnatural invisibility” only by enacting 
 Women of Color co ali tion politics.2 In both of her chapter contributions to 
This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical  Women of Color, Yamada 
(1981, 74) argues that silence in the face of injustice reinforces the Oriental-
ist distortion of Asian American  women as the “least po liti cal” among 
 women of color. Yamada’s call can be read as an echo of Frank Chin and 
Jeffrey Paul Chan’s (1972, 75) claim that “the method of being not- black is 
to make a lot of silence for all the noise the blacks make.” Yet, as the Peter 
Liang protests make clear, breaking silence and piercing the public shroud 
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of a state- prescribed compliant invisibility is not sufficient to challenge the 
anti- Black logics of Asian American racial formation. Given  Women of 
Color critiques of the racial state as a purveyor of vio lence in communities 
of color, what should a  Women of Color po liti cal proj ect of Asian Ameri-
can feminist visibility entail? If maintaining “cultures of dissemblance” is 
essential to  Women of Color strategies for collective self- determination 
(Hine 1989), how do we need to rethink what visibility should mean for 
Asian Americans who have benefited from the model- minority racial proj-
ect at Black Americans’ expense?

As Grace Kyungwon Hong (2006, xvii) argues, the racial state’s commit-
ment to white supremacist neoliberal logics make “visibility a rupture, an 
impossible articulation,” for  women of color and our communities.  Women 
of Color politics lives in this impossibility of legibility via the racial state’s 
divisive logics and emerges as meaningful in co ali tions across what Audre 
Lorde names our “non- dominant differences.”3 Anchored in cosmologies 
and histories of re sis tance that challenge Eurocentric accounts, nondomi-
nant understandings of the very differences used to justify systemic state 
vio lence against us emerge within community, by and for  those committed 
to living beyond state logics of possibility. Constructed as the antipode to a 
pathologized defiant Blackness, with the primary points of distinction our 
obedience to authority (silence) and investment in heteropatriarchal tight- 
knit families (insularity), Asian Americans inhabit a power ful locus from 
which to understand the co ali tional imperative of any strug gle against state 
vio lence (Wu 2015, 171). The proj ect of Asian American feminist po liti cal 
visibility, therefore, cannot seek repre sen ta tion through appeals to the state 
and its institutions, but rather must be communicative beyond Asian Amer
i ca as a refusal and disruption of the state’s divisive racist optics.

Given the above, I engage Daphne Brooks’s (2006) tactical strategy of 
“spectacular opacities” to map an Asian American communicative politics 
of visibility that re spects opacity as integral to insurgent  Women of Color 
co ali tion politics. I invoke Édouard Glissant’s (1997, 67 and 49) understand-
ing of opacity as “that which protects the Diverse” in its refusal to become 
legible according to princi ples of generalization that seek to assimilate or 
annihilate the other. The “spectacular” dimension of Asian American co ali-
tional visibility is born from the intentional rupture of “model- minority” 
public transcripts that generalize Asian Americans as the  silent and obedient 
racial- ethnic minority (invisible) who keep to themselves (insular). Exhibits 
of co ali tional boundary crossing are thus central to this Asian American 
feminist praxis  because they disrupt both state- prescribed hostility  toward 
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other communities of color and the heteropatriarchal princi ple of indiffer-
ence to  those not legally defined as one’s own community or kin. The Chi-
nese Americans protesting Liang’s indictment sought to rupture their 
invisibility as the  silent, obedient racial- ethnic minority while remaining 
loyal to divisive princi ples of insularity to protect and advance their own 
interests against state- imposed obstacles. As one Asian American partici-
pant at a Liang protest rally conceded to a Black  woman who asked where 
 were Asian Americans during Black- led protests against the racist crimi-
nal justice system: “At the end of the day, if it’s not your  people, you do not 
care” (“Christopher Kwok Defending Chinese Protestors” 2016).

The current #NotYourModelMinority pledge and Asians4BlackLives 
mobilizations in support of the Black Lives  Matter movement refuse this 
closed insularity in a communicative exhibit of co ali tional boundary cross-
ing. By confounding, if not disarming, the model- minority scripting of 
Asian Americans, Asian- Black solidarity proj ects enact “spectacular opac-
ities” or “dark points of possibility that create figurative sites for the recon-
figuration” of Asian American bodies “on display” (Brooks 2006, 8). Displays 
of Asian- Black solidarity rupture model- minority constructions of Asian 
Americans as insular,  silent, and anti- Black. The disruption of  these domi-
nant expectations of anti- Blackness renders Asian Americans opaque in the 
face of “hostile spectators’ epistemological re sis tance to reading alternative 
racial and gender repre sen ta tions” (8). This opacity in turn extends an invi-
tation to (re)learn Asian American (inter)subjectivity in co ali tional rela-
tion with Black communities against whom we are racialized.

ASIAN- BLACK ROOTS/ROUTES OF CO ALI TIONAL VISIBILITY

I begin with Yuri Kochiyama and Grace Lee Boggs  because they serve as 
impor tant anchors for understanding the historical legacy and dynamics 
of what I am calling an Asian American feminist praxis of co ali tional vis-
ibility. As two Asian American  women activists well known within and 
beyond the grassroots po liti cal and academic institutional circles of Asian 
Amer i ca, they are most recognized for their intimate and sustained com-
mitment to movements for Black liberation rather than their po liti cal iden-
tification or work with Asian American communities. For this very reason 
Kochiyama and Boggs exemplify a pro cess of becoming Asian American 
po liti cal protagonists through modes of relating and learning in relation to 
 those against whom we have been racialized. I highlight, in par tic u lar, 
Kochiyama’s and Lee’s emphasis on learning about, and identifying with, 
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Black strug gle without ever appropriating that strug gle as their own, and 
the consequent confounding (or occlusion) of their Asian American iden-
tities via this co ali tional immersion. The question of  whether Boggs and 
Kochiyama are more models of freedom fighters for Black community than 
Asian American feminist resisters signals an epistemic investment in what 
Glissant (1997, 11) calls “root identity.” Root identity reduces Asian Ameri-
can belonging to singular terms of linear descent from an originary mythic 
(geographic, familial, cultural) site of au then tic and pure Asianness. If, how-
ever, we understand identity through Glissant’s “Poetics of Relation,” in 
which “each and  every identity is extended in and through a relationship 
with the Other,” then Kochiyama’s and Boggs’s Asian Americanness is not 
confounded by their deep and expansive relationship with Black commu-
nities and strug gles; by contrast, it is only in and through  these relation-
ships that we can glimpse how, and with what meaning, they emerge as 
Asian American.

Yuri Kochiyama’s activism is a key example of how cross- racial grass-
roots solidarity enacts “spectacular opacities” that make her si mul ta neously 
“invisible” or “opaque” to the public yet vis i ble in her co ali tional commit-
ment to a politics of liberation across communities of strug gle. In C. A. 
Griffith’s and H. L. T. Quan’s (2010) documentary film When Mountains 
Take Wing, Angela Davis and Kochiyama reflect on the lack of credit given 
to  women of the civil rights and Black Power movements. Kochiyama states, 
“ People know who almost all the big names  were.” Davis joins her in fin-
ishing the statement: “But not the  women who did the real work.” As Davis 
affirms this general statement on  women’s invisibility in the civil rights and 
Black Power movements, she does so as one of the few  women famous for 
her activism in  these movements and beyond. Kochiyama, on the other 
hand, is much less popularly known. Davis then continues, “If we want to 
encourage young  people to continue to do the organ izing work that  will lead 
to social movement that  will have a radical impact we have to legitimize the 
role of the or ga nizer, which means, also, the work that  women, that  you’ve 
[pointing to Kochiyama] done.”

In this exchange Davis at once legitimizes Kochiyama’s legacy of  doing 
the “real” work of organ izing in social movements that have had a radical 
impact and characterizes this work as “ women’s work.” Such work does not 
yield the kind of fame enjoyed by a public po liti cal activist whose name 
every body knows, by Kochiyama and Davis’s own account. Documentation 
of the details of Kochiyama’s po liti cal legacy and the work she mobilized 
exposes her po liti cal work as decidedly grassroots, co ali tional, and radical 
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in its orientation. Kochiyama’s po liti cal visibility was thus decidedly 
routed through and rooted in her commitment to co ali tional boundary 
crossing and the relationship- building pro cesses integral to sustaining 
a co ali tional movement. The goal of co ali tional boundary crossing is not 
vertical communication with the state or general public, but rather hori-
zontal communication with  those with whom one seeks to build new hori-
zons of liberation. This “real” work of organ izing in social movements 
remains invisible but generates a co ali tional visibility that communicates 
solidarity across racial- ethnic bound aries of difference.  Because the goal 
of this “real” work is not visibility to the public, Kochiyama’s role in  doing 
this “real” work renders her opaque except among  those with whom she is 
mobilizing for social change.

That Kochiyama became radicalized through the Black Power movement 
serves as a model of Asian American feminist politics that affirms Asian 
American racial identity formation routed horizontally through  people of 
color liberation rather than vertically  toward model- minority assimilation. 
Her invisibility to the public lies in the rupture of Asian American root iden-
tity and the presumptions of insularity attached to model- minority racial 
formation. Within this rupture, however, we glimpse an Asian American 
co ali tional visibility recognized and honored by the communities (Asian 
and Black) to whom she committed her life’s work.

Similarly, Grace Lee Boggs (1998, xv) notes her own “habit of self- 
effacement” in the introduction to her autobiography: “As the only Chi-
nese American pres ent at po liti cal meetings, I tried not to draw attention 
to myself and was visibly embarrassed whenever I was singled out for 
praise. During the turbulent 1960s  people used to joke about my ‘passion 
for anonymity.’ ” She goes on to write specifically about the significance of 
her racialized gender identity as a Chinese American: “Had I not been 
born female and Chinese American, I would not have realized from early 
on that fundamental changes  were necessary in our society. Had I not been 
born female and Chinese American, I might have ended up teaching phi-
losophy at a university, an observer rather than an active participant in the 
humanity- stretching movements that have defined the last half of the 
twentieth  century” (xi). Her statement echoes Lorde’s emphasis on  Women 
of Color co ali tion politics as happening through meaningful connection 
across our nondominant differences, in which we affirm the wisdom born 
of inhabiting  these differences. Boggs makes clear that her identification 
with Black freedom movements does not happen in spite of her locus as a 
Chinese American female but rather  because of it. The activation of her 
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Chinese American resistant subjectivity came through her becoming an 
“active participant in the humanity- stretching movements” led by African 
Americans (xi). That she calls the Black freedom strug gles “humanity- 
stretching movements” is significant insofar as she recognizes the capacity 
to stretch her sense of being a Chinese American female self through iden-
tification with Black strug gle. This sense of identification invokes María 
Lugones’s (2003, 85) understanding of “identification” as a self- transforming 
epistemic shift that requires suspending one’s familiar assumptions about 
one’s identity to enable a faithful witnessing of one’s self and the worlds 
one inhabits through the eyes of  those differently oppressed. In Boggs’s 
case, her immersion in Black strug gle allowed her to read her own libera-
tion as interdependent with that of Black  peoples.

Identification, as Kochiyama and Boggs enact it, does not involve 
sameness or commonality and thus evades the dangers of mimicry. 
Boggs (1998, xi) notes the inability of the FBI to make sense of her pres-
ence as a non- Black Asian American in the Black movement, leading 
them to describe her “as prob ably Afro- Chinese.” This FBI classification 
of Boggs illustrates what Brooks (2006, 8) describes as “the hostile specta-
tor’s epistemological re sis tance” to read Asian Americans beyond anti- 
Black insular model- minority racial repre sen ta tions. While Boggs 
admits to following her African American husband, Jimmy Boggs, in the 
early years of her involvement in Black community organ izing in Detroit, 
she clarifies this pro cess as part of the epistemic shift that transforms her 
and prevents superficial mimicry of Black identity in the strug gle. Although 
not center stage in meetings, Grace Lee Boggs was working to understand 
the intimate connections between her liberation and  those in the Black 
communities where she lived and learned about the world. She writes, “In 
the 1950s I rarely went to a community meeting without Jimmy and would 
usually just listen or ask questions” but goes on to clarify that  later, “having 
worked in the city and socialized with Jimmy’s friends and Correspondence 
readers for years, I felt I had something to contribute. I was beginning to 
feel comfortable with the we pronoun,” (Boggs 1998, 118). Boggs, like Kochi-
yama, emerged into a co ali tional “we” through the hard work of coming to 
see her Asian American female self as interdependent with Black strug gle.

Kochiyama and Boggs exhibit re sis tance to state vio lence through co ali-
tional connection where the jury to which they give themselves up to enact 
justice is the communities of color with whom they seek solidarity rather 
than the mainstream public and its racist, (hetero)sexist filters. Their visibil-
ity as Asian American  women activists is routed through their intentionally 
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resistant reach beyond the rigid state- defined racial- ethnic bound aries of 
who constitutes their own  people, and thus involves a refusal to invest in the 
princi ple of noninterference as integral to their pursuit of justice and well- 
being. Boggs and Kochiyama thus remain opaque to  those invested in the 
singularity and insularity of “root identity” and in model- minority racial 
and gender expectations of Asian Americans. They emerge as vis i ble and 
intelligible as Asian American when we use an Asian American feminist lens 
grounded in the epistemic truth of Glissant’s “Poetics of Relation” (1997, 11). 
Asian American racial positioning as always tangential makes us especially 
disposed to recognize the dangers of insular and singular “root identity” 
modes of re sis tance and to face the relational and interdependent real ity of 
all strug gles. The potential visibility of a truly resistant (rather than com-
plicit) Asian American identification demands cross- racial alignment, and 
thus a pro cess of co ali tional self- making that can rupture the divisive public 
lens of model- minority insularity.

THE CO ALI TIONAL IMPERATIVE OF THE RACIAL THIRD SPACE

A central premise of my argument is that Asian American racialization as 
“neither black nor white” arms Asian Americans with a grenade that can 
explode or reinforce racism’s suicidal divisions. By racial third space I mean 
the consigned locus of Asian American racial subjects. Homi Bhabha (1994, 
39) uses the term third space to refer to an unrepresentable in- between space 
that “eludes the politics of polarity” as it confounds the colonizing invest-
ment in bound aries erected to create and police fictive notions of purity. 
Gloria Anzaldúa (1999) similarly theorizes the racial third space as the site 
of concrete fleshy intersubjective negotiations that exceed and  counter the 
racial state’s reductive and normative abstract either/or logics. As an in- 
between space that explodes the fictions of institutional bound aries, all 
flesh- and- blood racialized subjects inhabit the racial third space in their 
re sis tance against racial reduction.

Asian Americans, however, inhabit the unrepresentable “third space” not 
only in their flesh- and- blood re sis tance but also in their hegemonic racial
ization as neither black nor white model minorities. As Claire Jean Kim 
(1999) argues in her theory of racial triangulation, Black and white are two 
poles of the socially enforced US racial continuum of “relative valorization” 
with Blackness positioned as the hegemonic prototypical domestic symbol 
of nonwhiteness and racial degradation. Kim situates Asian Americans as 
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racially indeterminate US subjects who become legible as US racial subjects 
when read in relation to the US black/white binary. The question posed in 
the title of Kim’s 2004 article, “Asian Americans are  People of Color Too . . .  
 Aren’t They?” captures this hegemonic consignment of Asian Americans to 
racial uncertainty between black and white and the corresponding suspicion 
of our capacity for cross- racial solidarity with other nonwhite  peoples. How 
we respond or  don’t respond to this question  either disrupts or reinforces our 
anti- Black construction in ser vice of white supremacy. As Soya Jung (2014) 
so powerfully puts it, “We are  either left or right of the color line.  There is no 
sitting that out. . . .  Our options are invisibility, complicity, or re sis tance.”

Ian Haney Lopez’s (1996) analy sis of the so- called prerequisite cases for 
US citizenship at the beginning of the twentieth  century demonstrates that 
racial legibility of US citizenry (in its  legal sense) has been defined primar-
ily through the portal of whiteness or Blackness. Before 1952, anyone seek-
ing naturalization as a US citizen had to claim  legal classification as  either 
white or Black. While  those who  were neither Black nor white who brought 
their case for citizenship to the Supreme Court could have chosen to prove 
their eligibility through the portal of Blackness, only one did (Lopez 1999, 
35). Lopez underscores the court’s ultimate reliance on “common knowl-
edge” for what constituted the bound aries of white identity to rule on one’s 
citizenship eligibility. As the courts invoked “common knowledge” to define 
white as that which was not nonwhite, they concomitantly marked the spe-
cific bound aries of nonwhiteness, barring diff er ent ethnicities from US citi-
zenship (20). The par ameters for proving “Black” citizenship required a 
more restrictive criteria of demonstrating African ancestry (20), while prov-
ing a claim to white racial identity required proving that one was not not 
white. As such, the failure of Asian appeals to state legibility as not- not- white 
not only blocks us from legibility as US citizen- subjects but also trains us 
into habits of active dissociation from, and devaluation of, Black  people as 
a key strategy for achieving state recognition of US belonging.

I am thus invoking the consigned racial third space of Asian Amer i ca to 
understand the voiced frustrations of Asian Americans about our sense of 
racial invisibility as US subjects of color (often expressed in relation to a 
hypervisible Blackness) and the par tic u lar communicative barriers  toward 
a racial visibility that does not feed anti- Black state logics.  Because the 
black/white binary is central to the construction of our racial ambiguity, 
it necessarily shapes our resistant possibilities both in maneuvering the 
model- minority construction to evade violent targeting by the racial state 
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and in rupturing model- minority erasures of state- sponsored racism 
against us. To illustrate, Asian Americans who reject “honorary white” 
racist positioning reinscribe anti- Blackness when claiming visibility as 
aggrieved racial minorities just like Black  people (Roshanravan 2018). The 
Peter Liang case referenced at the start of this chapter is instructive  here. 
Asian American protests against Liang’s indictment for Akai Gurley’s mur-
der challenged a criminal justice system that would indict an Asian Ameri-
can for a crime that white officers systemically commit without similar 
consequences.  These protests thus name the criminal justice system as 
racist against Asian Americans just like Black  people  because the system 
failed to let Liang kill Black  people without accountability like other 
white police officers.4

In short, Asian American hegemonic consignment to the racial third 
space in the United States compels us to face the ever- present choice between 
becoming legible to the US public  either through a portal of whiteness that 
prescribes closed insularity away from other nonwhite  peoples, or through 
a portal that effectively commits one to forge an identity in relation to  those 
ejected from the purview of white inclusion. The model- minority racial 
proj ect seduces Asian Americans to choose the portal of whiteness, inscrib-
ing and prescribing their insularity from Black community as innate to 
the “modelness” of Asian racial disposition. Liang, in his NYPD uniform, 
exemplifies per for mance of this model Asianness, as he became part of a 
state agency whose mission historically has been to “protect and serve” white 
supremacy.5 Both Liang’s murder of Gurley and his subsequent indictment 
protected and served white supremacy, not only in the destruction of Black 
life (the ultimate violent dissociation from Blackness), but also in offering 
the courts a nonwhite token through which to feign police accountability 
for the systemic state murder of Black  people.

Wu Yiping, a coordinator for the protests against Liang’s indictment, 
further evidences the anti- Black logic of this “model” Asianness in his 
suggestion that the Chinese immigrant community’s insular focus on 
their  careers accounts for Chinese- Black hostility over Liang’s case (Wang 
2016). In this statement, Yiping reinforces the model- minority construc-
tion of Asians as the respectable racial minority (who keep to themselves 
and focus on their own socioeconomic mobility) by invoking its corol-
lary construction of Black  people as the unruly racial minority (who lack 
the discipline to stay out of trou ble and achieve  careers that would lift 
them out of public housing). As Alex Quan- Pham and Kat Yang- Stevens 
(2016) document, news outlets wasted no time portraying Akai Gurley as 
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a criminal with a prior rec ord of arrests whose death at the hands of cops 
was justified if not inevitable. Gurley’s constructed criminality amplified 
the model- minority portrayal of Peter Liang as a well- intentioned “rookie 
cop” who made an innocent “ mistake” and thus did not deserve to be 
indicted or serve jail time (Quan- Pham and Yang- Stevens 2016). Yiping’s 
coordination of the nationwide protests against Liang’s indictment and 
his public comments about the ensuing Asian- Black intercommunity 
tensions reinforce  these presumptions by dismissing and vilifying Black 
rage as based on a “misunderstanding” rather than the systemic state mur-
der of Black  people. Through Yiping’s complicity with the institutionalized 
model- minority discourse, we see the animation of an authorized version 
of Asianness, portrayed as more disposed to rational civil discourse and 
state- prescribed insularity, which draws hostile bound aries against other 
nonwhite groups while “protecting and serving” white supremacy. The 
corollary construction of the irrational, raging, unruly Blackness of Akai 
Gurley’s  family and community is essential to animating this authorized 
version of model “Asianness.”

Disrupting the anti- Blackness of model- minority logics requires exhib-
its of Asian- Black solidarity that explic itly  counter weaponized state con-
structions of US Asians as insular “model minorities” that can be readily 
wielded against Black lives. As such, being seen in our specific racialized 
experience as Asian Americans who identify as US  people of color requires 
an ever- evolving (self-)understanding of Asian American identity that is 
interdependent with (but not the same as) Black strug gle. Accordingly, 
Asian Americans enter tricky terrain when attempting to express our need 
to be seen as active subjects in strug gle against racial subordination. We can 
experience (with differing degrees of intensity) the seductive illusion of rel-
ative privilege in our model- minority racialization; and regardless of our 
(in)ability or refusal to give uptake to the illusion, we si mul ta neously suffer 
the psychic pain of not being seen in our strug gle against racial subordina-
tion. Yet, as Kochiyama and Boggs demonstrate, the politics of not being 
seen is often a necessary aspect of  doing the “real” work of organ izing in 
movements for social justice. Remaining opaque to the public in one’s re sis-
tance to state- sanctioned oppressions can also be and has been an impor-
tant insurgent  Women of Color strategy of survival against racist 
dehumanization and distortions. Let’s turn to this infrapo liti cal ave nue of 
survival and the obstacles it pres ents for Asian Americans seeking to undo 
our “unnatural invisibility” (Yamada 1981).
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PERILS OF ASIAN AMERICAN INFRAPOLITICS

James Scott (1990, 19) defines infrapolitics as “a wide variety of low- profile 
forms of re sis tance that dare not speak in their own name.” Infrapo liti cal 
re sis tance is thus operative through its capacity to remain unrecognizable 
as re sis tance to the oppressive systems being resisted. If, in Scott’s terms, 
the “public transcript” presumes Asian Americans to be insular and obe-
dient model minorities, Asian American infrapo liti cal re sis tance to white 
supremacy would rely on this “public transcript” to enact its “hidden tran-
script” of re sis tance (xii). Jid Lee’s “The Cry- Smile Mask: A Korean- 
American  Woman’s System of Re sis tance” offers an impor tant example of 
how infrapo liti cal re sis tance, when not combined with more publicly com-
municable disruptive modes of re sis tance, reinforces the anti- Black racist 
under pinnings of the model- minority racial proj ect.

Lee begins her essay with an anecdote in which one of her former stu-
dents, a forty- year- old white  woman named Susan, who, in Lee’s com pany, 
responds to a Black man’s kindness with the comment, “I wish they  were all 
like him. He’s so nice. No bitterness or anger. If all Black  people  were like 
him we would be in heaven” (2002, 397). Uneasy, Lee responds to the incident 
by thickening her “cry- smile mask,” which, in her words, she has “worn since 
she came to the United States in 1980” to cope with the racist “burden of 
smiling [that] always fell upon me” (397).  After historicizing this “cry- smile 
mask” as a culturally specific reference to her Korean cosmology, Lee 
explains that the mask allows her to maneuver Orientalist expectations 
 toward co ali tional possibilities. She performs her expected smile in the 
face of racism, “opening a door” that, she hopes,  will invite, even seduce, 
cross- racial perception of the “cry  behind the smile” (398). This “cry  behind 
the smile” signifies  people of color strug gles and suffering erased by rac-
ism’s epistemic commitments to remain blind to the vio lence it enacts.

Lee acknowledges that the “cry- smile mask” risks feeding the “racist 
love” of  those who expect Asian Americans to accept white racism cheer-
fully. She responds to this charge by insisting on the significance of “long- 
term” change that overrides any retrenchment of the model- minority 
ste reo type (399–400). The dialogue enabled by the “cry- smile” mask, Lee 
argues, outweighs the racist ste reo types it seemingly reinforces to the extent 
that the dialogue is essential to inviting  others to see the “cry” (oppression 
of  people of color)  behind the “smile.”

The relational dynamics of racism generally, and the specific implications 
of her own in- between racial locus, however, are absent from Lee’s account 
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of the efficacy of her cry- smile mask in challenging racist logics among white 
 people. This is particularly evident when she compares her “cry- smile” mask 
to the mask of survival described in Paul Lawrence Dunbar’s “We Wear the 
Mask.” She writes of her connection to African American lit er a ture, “I could 
identify with African Americans as a  whole race,  because I could feel what 
they felt, and  because I had to wear a mask— much like their own—to sur-
vive” (400, emphasis added). Dunbar’s poem describes the “mask” that Afri-
can Americans have to wear to maneuver in white/Anglo racist culture 
while painfully communicating the “double consciousness” in the very act 
of wearing the mask. Dunbar, like Lee, suggests that white expectations 
shape the mask and that the decision to wear the mask is not about subor-
dinating oneself to  these expectations but instead about cultivating strate-
gies to survive and maintain a resistant sense of self. Nevertheless, Lee’s 
claim that she identifies “with African Americans as a  whole race”  because 
she “could feel what they felt” ignores how the very expectations that shape 
Lee’s mask thicken the layers of the mask of racist expectations that Afri-
can Americans have to wear.

This truth is particularly significant when one considers Lee’s decision 
to wear the “cry- smile mask” instead of confronting Susan for her anti- Black 
racism. Susan’s wish that all Black  people  were “kind” and “nice” (instead 
of  bitter and angry) articulates institutionalized racist expectations that 
demonize Black  people as  bitter and angry relative to “model” Asian quali-
ties of compliance and accommodation. The survival/resistant strategy of 
Lee’s “cry- smile mask” relies on a closed insularity. As she explains,  because 
Susan was no longer her student, she “could not correct her” (396). Lee’s 
“cry- smile” requires and allows her to not interfere in the racism expressed 
by and  toward  people outside the institutional bounds of her own  people. 
While Lee’s felt connection with Black strug gle aspires to co ali tion, she 
reduces Blackness to a source of inspiration from which she draws but to 
which she does not contribute. Her identification with Black  people reduces 
the differences between Asian American and African American strug gles 
to a generic ahistorical experience of racism that in turn presumes the 
capacity to utilize systems of re sis tance (like the infrapo liti cal smile in the 
face of racism) with similar consequence. This mode of identification con-
tradicts the  Women of Color politics of affirming and insisting on the spec-
ificity of our nondominant differences as a source of strength in co ali tion 
building. As such, Lee’s system of re sis tance illustrates the perils for Asian 
Americans who use infrapo liti cal modes of survival that rely on the model- 
minority public transcript to stealthily maneuver in the face of racism.
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Lee’s strategic refusal of spectacular rupture of state- sanctioned racist 
optics is not accompanied by an inward turn to honor or foster the possi-
bility of co ali tional relations between Asian American and Black commu-
nities. While insularity may serve as one tool in the re sis tance/survival tool 
kit against white supremacy, its capacity to reinforce the model- minority 
racist optic of Asian Americans (and Black Americans) requires that its use 
be accompanied by exhibits of cross- racial co ali tional boundary crossing. 
The current Asians4BlackLives mobilizations demonstrate this truth in 
their strategic disruption of public transcripts of Asian American model- 
minority insularity to enact an Asian American feminist praxis of co ali-
tional visibility.

POETICS OF RELATION: IDENTIFYING WITH BLACKNESS

We have now established the following claims: recognition of Asian Amer-
icans as US racial citizen- subjects who suffer and resist state- sponsored rac-
ism requires collectively disrupting our public transcript as uncertain in 
our po liti cal orientation between whiteness and Blackness; and Blackness 
exists on this socially enforced US racial continuum as the hegemonic pro-
totypical domestic symbol of nonwhiteness. Given both of  these claims, it 
follows that Asian American racial visibility as  people of color divested from 
anti- Black racism requires exhibiting Black identification. By “Black iden-
tification” I mean a pro cess of recognizing one’s interdependence with Black 
racial formation, which María Lugones (2003, 97) defines in terms of com-
ing to see oneself through another’s, in this case Black  people’s, eyes.

This pro cess of identification is tricky  because recognition of interde-
pendence  ought not be mistaken for an invitation to mimic, co- opt, or 
other wise empty Blackness of its lived cultural specificity. The vari ous 
mobilizations  under the Asians4BlackLives campaign illustrate an impor-
tant communicative shift  toward Asian American demands for visibility. 
Instead of an “us too!” logic, the campaign makes Asian Americans vis i ble 
as inextricably co ali tional with other  people of color— most explic itly, with 
the very Black communities against which Asian Americans are racially 
intelligible as model minorities in the United States. If “the prob lem of com-
munication is primarily about recognition and disposition to communi-
cate,” as Gabriela Veronelli (2015, 122) states, then the Asians4BlackLives 
campaign tackles the prob lem head on. Not only does the campaign explic-
itly recognize the historical pain and re sis tance of the Black strug gles 
motivating the Black Lives  Matter movement, but it also enacts a co ali tional 
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disposition to intercultural communication by turning inward to self- 
definition in and through gestures that signal a commitment to learn about 
and understand Black lives.

That is, the Asians4BlackLives campaign ruptures the racial state logic 
that relies on nonwhite cross- racial antagonism and disconnection and 
instead issues a public cross- racial co ali tional rescripting of Asian Amer-
i ca. In the words of Audrey Kuo (2017) of Asian Pacific Islanders for Black 
Lives (Los Angeles), “We want to be vis i ble but not for the sake of visibility 
but to call out to  others to join us . . .  to build bigger co ali tion.” To resist 
visibility for visibility’s sake is to refuse transparency to a racial state rooted 
in white supremacy and to resist the divisive logics that structure its filters 
of public visibility. Instead, Kuo emphasizes that Asians4BlackLives actions 
seek a communicative visibility, one that issues a call for  others disposed 
to end vio lence to join them in “building bigger co ali tion.” The breadth and 
depth of  these co ali tional efforts are evident in the fact that many of the 
collectives and networks communicating Asians4BlackLives solidarity are 
queer identified and feminist and incorporate strategies for consciousness- 
raising about anti- Black racism in Asian American communities and the 
Black Lives  Matter movement.6 As such, the Asians4BlackLives campaign 
can be understood as emerging from a  Women of Color co ali tional femi-
nist genealogy in which queer  women of color have always led the way.

 These collectives make Asian American strug gles publicly vis i ble as they 
issue a power ful and unequivocal statement of solidarity with Black Lives 
 Matter. The public declaration of Asian- Black solidarity makes Asian Amer-
icans nonsensical to  those unwilling to read beyond the state logics of 
model- minority racial and gender repre sen ta tion. However, their interloc-
utors are other Asian Americans and Asian immigrant communities and 
Black communities of strug gle, not the racial state. They lay bare the state 
vio lence that structures communication from Asian Amer i ca to Black 
Amer i ca without reducing them to sameness. As the Queer South Asian 
National Network (QSANN) states, “We are committed to drawing connec-
tions between Islamophobia, caste- based oppression, privilege and com-
plicity, xenophobia and profiling, and anti- Blackness in ourselves, our 
communities, and the imperial US” (2015, 1). As they go on to describe the 
horror of watching South Asians profiled as “terrorists” and murdered by 
police officers, they si mul ta neously call for a “model minority mutiny,” rec-
ognizing that the racial proj ect seduces us into complicity with the long 
history of surveillance, criminalization, incarceration, and murder of Black 
 people. Calling forth the embodied knowledge of state and interpersonal 
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vio lence in both South Asian and Black communities, QSANN enacts 
 Women of Color feminist methodologies of  doing “theory in the flesh . . .  
where the physical realities of our lives— our skin color, the land or concrete 
we grew up on, our sexual longings— all fuse to create a politic born out of 
necessity” (Moraga 2015, 19).

The call for solidarity demands that we remember Black freedom strug-
gles from which Asian immigrants have benefited im mensely.  These state-
ments circulate through public media, giving Asian Americans po liti cal 
visibility as accomplices in the strug gle against anti- Black racism. By rup-
turing model- minority and Orientalist logics, the campaign generates an 
opacity of who/what Asian Americans are and thus creates space for us to 
turn back to our communities of place and “commit to undoing anti- 
Blackness at home, working against Islamophobia, and challenging our 
identity within the model minority myth” (Queer South Asian National 
Network 2015).  These exhibits of Asian- Black solidarity are thus not about 
seeking recognition from the racial state or visibility as  people of color just 
like Black  people in the general public. The emphasis is on refusing insularity 
that promotes cross- racial antagonism and si mul ta neously enacting hori-
zontal co ali tional boundary crossing and relationship building, which 
(re)define what it is to be Asian American and to whom we must be account-
able in our re sis tance against white supremacy. Exhibiting Asian- Black soli-
darity enables an Asian American feminist praxis of co ali tional visibility 
that si mul ta neously ruptures the racist optics of the state and generates an 
opacity that creates space for Asian Americans to stretch our sense of self 
and possibility as interdependent with the Black community.

 Because the model- minority myth solidified through an anti- Blackness 
coded in heteropatriarchal family- centered gender conservatism, model- 
minority mutiny must also refuse the heteropatriarchal gender ideologies 
that underwrite model- minority respectability (Wu 2015, 183). Freedom, 
Inc., a collective rooted in the Hmong and Black communities of Madi-
son, Wisconsin, makes this indelibly clear as they actively generate public 
materials that feature Black and Southeast Asian American solidarity 
and co ali tion that center queer and trans experiences. In one of their youth 
organ izing campaigns, two Freedom, Inc., leaders, one queer/trans and 
Black identified, the other a Hmong- identified  woman, explain their defini-
tions of leadership in terms of loving and creating  family against what 
 they’ve been told is  family, against blood kin. In the last line of the video 
clip, they define Freedom, Inc., as “queer and trans Southeast Asian and 
Black leading so what we can get  free  because we know that our liberations 
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are tied together” (Freedom, Inc. 2016). Their emphasis on championing 
modes of loving and building queer and trans  family within Black and 
Southeast Asian communities embraces Cathy Cohen’s (2004) call for “devi-
ance as re sis tance” since the loving and building of co ali tional community 
transgresses heteropatriarchal traditions and norms of respectability within 
both communities of color. In other words, the Freedom, Inc., leaders exhibit 
a commitment to co ali tional boundary crossing rather than a closed insu-
larity by redefining who constitutes  family beyond rigid state- sanctioned 
heteropatriarchal bound aries. In  doing so, they disable the racialization of 
Asian Americans as respectable relative to Black deviance and in turn create 
a bridge  toward more liberatory definitions of love and  family.

The opacity generated in  these displays of Asian- Black solidarity is evi-
dent in the epistemological re sis tance to Asian American presence in soli-
darity acts with the Black community. In his Politico account of covering a 
Black Lives  Matter protest in Milwaukee, Aaron Mak (2016) reflects on the 
Black readings of his Asian presence as communicating solidarity while 
 others questioned his presence, asking, “ You’re Asian. . . .  Why are you even 
 here?” The latter question exposes the incomprehensibility of Asian- Black 
solidarity given the public transcript of Asian Americans as model minor-
ities committed to an insularity that prescribes hostility or at best indiffer-
ence to Black  people and their strug gles. Asian Americans showing up for 
Black lives is nonsensical when read through state logics. One must erase 
Asian presence from Black co ali tional movements to keep dominant state 
constructions intact.

This explains Soo Ah Kwon’s (2013, 75, 86) observations in her ethnog-
raphy of Asian American youth organ izing in the San Francisco Bay Area, 
where “campaign discourses about youth incarceration and criminalization 
rarely mentioned Asian and Pacific Islander youth,” and “at many campaign 
actions,  these youth  were overlooked as targets of state incarceration or 
criminalization unlike their African American or Latino/a counter parts.” 
The cloud of confusion generated in the rupture of state logics of repre-
sen ta tion renders Asian Americans opaque to the state in their co ali tional 
presence, opening ave nues beyond the halting grip of the racial state to 
generate co ali tional conceptions of Asian American feminist (inter)sub-
jectivity through the eyes of communities against whom we are racialized. 
Evidence of  these ave nues includes conference calls or ga nized between 
members of Asians4BlackLives and the Black Lives  Matter networks to 
strategize Asian- Black solidarity (Tom 2015). Such strategies rely on remain-
ing opaque or invisible to the state and open to the diversity that opacity 
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protects. As QSANN (2015, 3) explains, “Part of challenging anti- Blackness 
in ourselves and our communities is crafting a new narrative of what it 
means to be South Asian in the US.” Without  doing so, the survival/resistant 
strategy of infrapo liti cal insularity cannot but reinforce the model- minority 
racial proj ect and its reliance on anti- Black racism.

 TOWARD AN INSURGENT  WOMEN OF COLOR EPISTEMIC LOCUS

Our racial positioning as always tangential makes us especially disposed to 
recognize the dangers of closed insularity and singular modes of re sis tance 
and to face the relational and interdependent real ity of all community strug-
gles. The potential visibility of a truly resistant (rather than complicit) 
Asian American identification demands cross- racial alignment and thus a 
pro cess of co ali tional self- making that can rupture the divisive public lens 
of model- minority insularity. The current Asians4BlackLives mobilizations 
build on the po liti cal legacies of Grace Lee Boggs and Yuri Kochiyama to 
illustrate a pathway  toward Asian American feminist visibility through the 
“spectacular opacities” of co ali tional boundary crossing. Becoming vis i ble 
through participation in Black freedom strug gles,  these Asian American 
po liti cal subjects and movements reject an Asian American visibility routed 
through a “poetics of disconnection” seduced by and supportive of US racial 
state logics of legibility and insularity.7 Asian American feminist visibility 
routed through a praxis of horizontal co ali tional boundary crossing thus 
clarifies the racial third space of Asian Amer i ca as an insurgent epistemic 
locus that opens  toward a  Women of Color consciousness of our interde-
pendent realities and possibilities.

NOTES

1 Officer Liang testified that he did call for an ambulance when he discovered that 
Gurley had been shot. However,  there is no evidence in the radio transcripts submit-
ted to the court that he did indeed call for an ambulance (Nir 2016).

2 In “The Co ali tional Imperative of Asian American Feminist Visibility,” I use post- 
Liang manifestations of Asian American visibility to map the anti- Black traps of “us 
too!” appeals for Asian American visibility (Roshanravan 2018). This chapter focuses 
on the co ali tional possibilities of an Asian American feminist visibility and strate-
gies for achieving them.

3 Lorde (1984, 111) defines “non- dominant differences” as  those positive life- giving 
differences constitutive of our complex (inter)subjectivity, which the racial state 
necessarily distorts to protect and promote the divisive logics of racism, (hetero)
sexism, and other interlocking dominant structures of oppression.
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4 For further elaboration of the anti- Black traps of Asian American uses of analogy to 
Black strug gle against systemic racism, see Roshanravan (2018).

5 In “From the Convict Lease System to the Super- Max Prison,” Angela Davis (2000) 
traces the history of policing and imprisonment as an ongoing legacy of white 
supremacy and its investment in the enslavement, exploitation, and disappearance 
of Black  peoples.

6  These groups include Queer South Asian National Network; Freedom, Inc.; and 
National Asian Pacific American  Women’s Forum, to name a few.

7 Leslie Bow (2010, 127) coined the term poetics of disconnection to reference disavowal 
of a “self- implicating Blackness” experienced by Asian Americans in the segregated 
US South to affirm their greater proximity to valorized whiteness.
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