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school– age children, while fathers live and work in 

Asia. Alternately, children may be placed with relatives 

or friends or in boarding facilities run by co- ethnics, or 

they may live on their own with older siblings in charge, 

while the mother and father visit for varying periods of 

time.

Amid these developments, conceptions of family 

continue to be challenged by formations that deviate 

from the heteropatriarchal ideal. Even in earlier peri-

ods, some Asian Americans engaged in homosocial liv-

ing arrangements, same- sex intimacy, interracial rela-

tionships, and transnational households to meet their 

needs and desires. In the current period, such practices 

as same- sex marriage, childrearing by same- sex couples, 

interracial marriages, and transnational and transracial 

adoption have become increasingly visible in the Asian 

American community. These historical and contempo-

rary snapshots of gender, sexual, and generational dy-

namics capture only selected aspects of the panoply of 

issues and topics that can be considered under the ru-

bric of family. They also reveal the flexibility of the fam-

ily and the creativity of Asian Americans in fashioning 

their relationships and households to help them navi-

gate their lives in America.

24
Film
Jigna Desai

Asian American studies has long engaged with how 

films constitute and contribute to the formation 

of public cultures (zones of cultural debate). More 

specifically, scholars have turned to films to examine 

public culture as a “space between domestic life and 

the projects of the nation- state— where different social 

groups . . . constitute their identities by their experience 

of mass- mediated forms in relation to the practices of 

everyday life” (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995, 4– 

5). Film is recognized as a significant institution for 

establishing and maintaining a racial order within the 

American nation and empire. Asian American cultural 

criticism elaborates upon the significance of film and 

the cinematic apparatus to the interrelated formations 

of race, nation, and citizenship. In addition to legal 

rights and political participation, Asian American 

claims to social belonging and cultural representation 

as components of citizenship have flourished since the 

Asian American and Third World movements. Hence 

understanding, interrogating, and claiming political 

citizenship has been accompanied by attempts at 

seeking self- representation in film and video as a 

modality of cultural citizenship.

While some scholarship turns to Asian American 

filmmaking institutionalized under the rubric of Asian 

American cinema, nascent scholarship looked to a 

broader range of films that involve representations of 

Asia and Asian America. Focusing on questions of ste-

reotypical and “negative” representations, the goals of 
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this strand of Asian American film studies (Chong 2012; 

Klein 2003; Robert Lee 1999; Marchetti 1993; Palumbo- 

Liu 1999; Park 2010) are to interrogate film’s histori-

cal and contemporary role in ideologies of racism, 

war, and imperialism. These analyses attend to what 

we might call racial formation and colonial discourse 

analysis by concentrating on how Asian Americans 

are visually framed within the American imaginary, 

identifying stereotypes and “negative” representations. 

Broadly, they show how the cultural apparatus of cin-

ema constructs American identity and citizenship in 

relation to the figure of the Asian American as the ra-

cial Other. Scholarly essays and documentaries have 

created genealogies excavating the figure of the Asian/

American in American cinema as the site of racialized 

and sexualized abjection, fear, anxiety, and desire. 

Harnessing the medium themselves, Asian Americans 

engage the power of film to articulate their own rep-

resentations through analyses, reframings, and claim-

ing a “voice”; documentaries like Slanted Screen (2006) 

and Slaying the Dragon (1988) argue that Hollywood has 

proliferated derogatory and discriminatory figures such 

as the Dragon Lady, Lotus Blosson, Fu Manchu, and 

“gook,” sometimes using technologies such as yellow-

face. More recently, Asian American studies scholars, 

especially feminists, have insisted that we revisit these 

films and representations, questioning the blanket as-

sertion that they are simply racist and sexist. Citing the 

agency of the actors in portraying these figures and the 

pleasure of Asian American viewers in watching these 

films, these scholars insist that performances by Asian 

American actors from Sessue Hayakawa and Bruce Lee 

to Anna May Wong and Nancy Kwan deserve to be con-

sidered more carefully.

Another strand of Asian American cultural criticism 

attends to Asian American filmmaking as a site of ra-

cialized storytelling and moving- image representation 

(Desai 2004; Feng 2002; Hamamoto and Liu 2000; R. 

Leong 1991; Mimura 2009). While the social move-

ments around race and civil rights in the 1970s created 

a transformation in political citizenship, cultural citi-

zenship too was seen as necessary for transformation 

and enfranchisement. In response to the “negative 

representations” many artists, activists, and scholars 

called for the formation and development of Asian 

American filmmaking and cinema to correct invisibil-

ity and misrepresentations. For them, the response is 

two- pronged— we must be represented and we must 

represent ourselves, implicitly linking structure and 

representation in their claims to political and cultural 

citizenship. Accessing the means of production, Asian 

Americans filmmakers focused on various forms (docu-

mentary, storytelling, autoethnography, narrative fea-

tures) to convey subjugated knowledges, alternative 

historiographies, and tell racialized and ethnic stories. 

Asserting the right of cultural difference and national 

belonging through filmic representation, Asian Ameri-

can filmmaking seeks to establish itself through the 

structures of independent cinema (e.g., Better Luck To-

morrow [2002] and The Namesake [2007]) and through 

nonprofits such as Women Make Movies (e.g., The 

Grace Lee Project [2005] and Surname Viet Given Name 

Nam [2005]). Independent Asian American filmmak-

ing has flourished without the support of Hollywood, 

often assisted by the formation of Asian American 

nonprofit organizations, training workshops, inde-

pendent programming, and festivals. In the name of 

community empowerment and self- representation, 

activist- artists have formed community and collective 

organizations that support film production, distribu-

tion, and exhibition, thereby producing and collating 

Asian American identities and audiences. Hence, Asian 

American cinema actively constitutes and shapes Asian 

American identities, communities, and culture.
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Nevertheless, filmmaking, like literature, had to 

contend with the insistence that its purpose was to 

“correct” and replace racist and Orientalist representa-

tions of dominant cinema with “accurate” representa-

tions of Asian American communities. The demand 

for political and “positive” representations has been 

understood to be a manifestation of cultural national-

ism and has been the site of feminist, queer, and post-

colonial critique. Scholars point out that filmmakers 

have developed and deployed a variety of strategies 

and styles, such as documentary realism and experi-

mental memoir, to respond to the politics of repre-

sentation and assert alternative theoretical and meth-

odological ways of understanding Asian American 

filmmaking. Asian American studies scholars too have 

sought a broader approach to media culture, race, and 

citizenship without eschewing the significance of rep-

resentation (Davé et al. 2005; Desai 2004; M. Nguyen 

and T. Nguyen 2007; Nakamura 2007; Ono and Pham 

2009; Shimizu 2007). They argue that all representa-

tions are made, manufactured, and mutable. Repre-

sentation itself is neither positive nor negative, but 

is always produced through and in relation to power. 

Moreover, representation, like race, has very real ef-

fects within social hierarchies of power. The approach 

avoids pitting popular culture against authentic eth-

nic and alternative cultural production to look at how 

media, including digital technologies, film, and televi-

sion, participate in the subjectification and adminis-

tering of citizens within the nation. More wary about 

citizenship projects, some scholars also note that it 

is important to interrogate a compulsion to integrate 

and be recognized within dominant institutions such 

as media that promise access to citizenship for Asian 

American subjects who seek security in the very in-

stitutions that predicate their exclusion. Neoliberal-

ism locates media and culture within the (supposedly 

accessible) domain of the marketplace that all good 

and proper citizens, including minoritized subjects, 

are responsible for accessing through their media acts. 

This form of privatized citizenship and corporatization 

of culture is characteristic of minoritized cultural citi-

zenship within media capitalism. Hence, assertions of 

legibility and belonging within film and media are not 

only fundamental to claims of belonging, but film and 

media also marks and determines those who deserve 

access to citizenship.
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