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ASIAN PERFORMANCE ON THE STAGE OF
AMERICAN EMPIRE IN FLOWER DRUM SONG

Chang-Hee Kim

Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s original Broadway
production of Flower Drum Song opened in 1958, marking a milestone
in the sociopolitical realm of American popular culture in the post–
World War II era. The musical was the Wrst in Broadway history to
feature a predominantly Asian American cast, including Miyoshi
Umeki, Keye Luke, and Pat Suzuki. Loosely based on C. Y. Lee’s 1957
hit novel of the same title, which was “more dark-humored” (R. Lee,
173), this landmark musical was a huge success both aesthetically and
commercially.1 It was nominated for six Tony Awards, winning for
Best Conductor and Musical Director, and was performed on national
tours and in London. Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s 1961 cine-
matic version of the musical was also a commercial hit. It was nomi-
nated for Wve Academy Awards, including a Best Music Award; and
the musical number “I Enjoy Being a Girl” remains a popular standard
to this day. Yet critics accused the musical’s portrayal of Asian Amer-
icans as being “condescending” and even “less than fully human”
(Tacorda, 119). As a result, David Henry Hwang wrote an adaptation
of the original play in 2002, reworking it to repudiate its stereotypical
representation of Asian Americans.2 Ironically, however, despite a favor-
able reception upon its opening in Los Angeles, Hwang’s version was
ultimately criticized for spoiling the original, for losing its “charm,
warmth, and wit” (Murray). In 2008, the National Film Registry of the
Library of Congress added the Wlm to its list, ofWcially denoting it as
being “culturally, historically, or aesthetically signiWcant.”

Flower Drum Song’s remarkable popularity is indicative of more
than its artistic and commercial achievement in American popular cul-
ture. Its true signiWcance arguably lies in its status as a historical cin-
ematic document that reXects radical changes in the U.S. immigration



policy toward Asians amid the Cold War, changes that continue to 
affect the lives of Asian Americans today. The Wlm premiered at a time
when the United States was stuck in, as Mary Dudziak puts it, a “quin-
tessentially American dilemma” (8). On an international level, the
nation’s victory against totalitarianism in Asia and Europe was being
compromised by ongoing domestic issues of racial and sexual oppres-
sion and discrimination. The country’s growing need to enact civil
rights legislation resulted in a widening rift with local authorities in
the South, while racial violence and segregation signiWcantly tainted
the nation’s international reputation (Dudziak, 13). With the onset 
of the Cold War, a uniquely American paradox emerged between the
deep-seated practice of domestic racism and the political imperatives
of the global proliferation of democracy, thus requiring the nation to
improve its international image in the face of the Soviet’s communist
expansionism.

In the early Cold War era, with memories of Pearl Harbor, Naga -
saki, and Hiroshima still very fresh in the collective mind, one of the
most complicated aspects of this dilemma was resolving how the nation
could assimilate Asians into its antiracial endeavors. The primary issue,
however, was not just Wguring out how Asians could possibly be ac -
c epted as fellow Americans, but rather determining how a nation with
a long legacy of white supremacy could suture the ontological gap of
national identity in the wake of multiculturalism. Throughout the civil
rights movement that ran roughly from the end of World War II through
the 1960s, the United States struggled to challenge white supremacy,
which greatly exacerbated the racial tension and violence that ensued
in the South.3 Despite the government’s attempts to promote its nation-
wide efforts toward racial tolerance, racial discrimination remained
an ineradicable fact of American life, much to the frustration and em -
barrassment of its policymakers, whose efforts to claim leadership of
the free world were being severely hampered by the Soviet Union’s
censure for the hypocrisy of American racism. If the United States was
going to expand and enhance its relations with Asia, and make Asian
immigrants “a permanent part of the American landscape, not only as
labor, but as [a] sexualized and reproductive force” (Palumbo-Liu,
102), then the anxiety over hybridization in culture, race, and national
identity had to be resolved at any cost.4
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As a conduit for enhancing the visibility of Asian Americans amid 
the Cold War, Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s play and Wlm Xam-
boyantly show that Asians in America were ready and willing to cast
off their heritage and become real Americans in repudiation of the pre -
war racial consideration of Asians as “permanent aliens.” The carni-
valesque atmosphere of Flower Drum Song, with its celebratory song
and dance routines, served as an effective means of suturing the racial,
cultural, and generational gap of hybridization that reXects the 1960s
realities of Asian Americans. Not surprisingly, the process of Asians’
actually becoming American did not go smoothly, insofar as their Asian
identity was considered to be an internal rupture, a cultural fragmen-
tation, and national inconsistency in the mainstream of American cul-
ture.5 The modernized ethnic subjects in Flower Drum Song can be
thought of as trapped in an everlasting process of “never becoming
themselves,” as it were, thereby causing an ultimate form of anxiety
within the American spectatorship. One of three so-called Chopsticks
Musicals by Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein (along with The King
and I and South PaciWc), Flower Drum Song works to effectively contain
such anxiety, reXecting the 1960s ambience of American liberalism; for
this Orient-Xavored musical is faithfully committed to the discipli-
nary mission of Americanizing exotic Asians in the United States.

At Wrst, the narrative of Flower Drum Song represents Asian sub-
jects as an inconsistent site of exclusion and exception, to the extent
that they end up being inadmissible immigrants barred from natural-
ization who nonetheless choose to be incorporated within the nation.
When the movie was released in 1961, the stereotype that Asians were
inassimilable to American culture was widely accepted. Yet the ebul-
lient decade of the civil rights movement marked a dramatic shift in
Asian American representation, as evidenced by the “model minority
myth.”6 Further, the state terrorism of McCarthyism in the 1950s began
to yield to the counterculture and social revolution of the 1960s. The
Wlm was made during a highly transitional period of American soci-
ety as such, envisioning the theatrical fantasy of the Asian body that
was eventually incorporated into the geopolitical context of Cold War
ideology. The “motif of the English teacher,” which a critic proposes
as essential to the Wlm (Ma, 18), is congenial to the liberal constitution
of the postwar-U.S. body politic and the resulting foreign policy that,
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nevertheless, resulted in the country’s war in Southeast Asia.7 As end-
ing with a festive Wnale in a wedding ceremony, the Wlm brings to the
fore the disciplinary motif for transforming Asian aliens into a new
American subject in the quasi-religious trope of ontological rebirth.
The ontological fusion of “Asian” and “American” in the joyous mood
of musical formality effectively mesmerizes both performers and audi-
ences into seeing each other, as if the U.S. imaginary where all come
together and are united were realized.

Since the 1990s, a number of critics have studied the Wlm in light
of its extrinsic causes, suggesting that the Wlm reXects the United States’
imagined reality of the 1960s where it was desirable to register new
American citizen-subjects in support of liberal capitalism against Soviet
communism. These critics, including Sheng-mei Ma, Christina Klein,
Robert G. Lee, and Bruce A. McConachie, generally deal with the ways
in which the musical Wlm works to disseminate liberal values, instill-
ing capitalist ideas in the third space of postcolonial migration and
hybridity.8 This perspective grants the priority of multiculturalism over
Asians’ ethnic essentialism in favor of the U.S. imaginary of the demo-
cratic capitalist system, which aims to turn the alien culture into a tol-
erable, enjoyable ethnic commodity. In reality, it was only four years
after the Wlm’s production that a major alteration of U.S. immigration
policy ensued with a great demographic change. The empathetic voices
of Asians in the Wlm are successfully tuned to inculcate Americans
with a new moral, political, and cultural mode of life that would fol-
low the end of World War II. As such, reviewers have tendentiously
found the Wlm’s theatrical signiWcance in the Cold War orientation of
making a new American subject endowed with the transnational, as
well as capitalist, value of American citizenship.

Among other critics, Cheng grapples with the question of the ste -
reotype in the Wlm wontedly yet still exotically embellishing the musical
sequences of Asian American performance played by Asian Ameri-
cans. What is at stake, she contends, in the Wlm’s “exuberant theatrical
extravagance” is that Asian Americans’ conversion into American sub-
jects cannot be achieved without their being unfailingly self-conscious
of racial difference and national position, as articulated in what she
calls “manic and depressed forms” of a “profound anxiety.” That insol-
uble and repressed anxiety, she argues, refers to what is left of Asians’
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entering into the symbolic reality of American multicul turalism—that 
is, “Asian Americanness,” which she deWnes as their “pecu liar form of
melancholic national identity” (35–36). It is true that by upholding the
discourse of 1960s liberal individualism, this Wlm conWrms, in a positive
sense, the “model minority myth” that surmised that Asians in Amer-
ica are politically silent, ethnically assimilable, and Wnancially prosper-
ous, and that their successful assimilation results from stoic patience,
political conformity, and self-improvement; however, its showy yet
artiWcial rendition of a 1960s Asian American community is consid-
ered nothing less than the collective syndrome of Asian Americans’
“pathological euphoria,” its performative effect that Cheng observes
is an “involuntary delight that Wnds itself slightly unseemly” (31). For
the Wlm’s spectacles of singing and dancing in musical sequences are
looked at as a compulsive yet compensational means to escape from
the communal grief that originates from decades of discrimination and
exclusion, while the country was striving to endorse democratic citi-
zenship, thus realizing an ideal of ethnic diversity amid the Cold War.

As a point of departure for a critical analysis, this essay contra-
dicts said critical praxis, which is apt to view the Wlm as the cultural
reXex of the postwar-American liberal assignment to reconsider the
Manichean divide of East and West. Nor does this essay assume the
stereotypical difference between Asians and Americans in the United
States as the inassimilable partial object, or the indestructible remain-
der, of their identiWcation, which affects Asian American identity ren-
dered in the melancholic tropes of neurotic anxiety and depression.
Rather, this essay shows that, while being “castrated” of their Asian-
ness to pass into an American subject, the Asianness performs anti-
ideological agency of inconsistency and ambiguity, the meaning of
which the American subject can never fully control or grasp. It thus
investigates how that “inassimilable,” or precarious, subject of onto-
logical difference refers to an antagonistic site of ideological rupture
within the performative structure of musical reality (which invokes
the utopian sensibility of escapism inherent in musicals) to compen-
sate for, as Richard Dyer puts it, “inadequacies in society” (17). What’s
more, I suggest that the kitsch effect that the pseudo-Oriental niche of
1960s American Chinatown creates renders incomplete, unfulWlled,
and empty the performative promise the Wlm makes in the ideological 
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tropes of national unity, ethnic assimilation, and equal citizenship. This
essay critically explores what the musical Wlm generically promises to
transcend as creating the fantastic reality of carnivalesque festivity,
thereby exposing the “inadequacies in society” that are presumed to
be lost in the cultural, national, and ethnic translation of the Orient
into a 1960s American lifestyle.

In addition, the Asians’ performance to act American in the Wlm
has successfully appealed to the audience with their racial, sexual,
and ethnic otherness symbolically castrated in exchange for their hybrid
identity. On a theoretical level, this ontological conversion of “Asian”
as a signiWer of difference into the new transnational value of “Asian-
American” reiWes and valorizes the former as an ethnic commodity to
process in what David L. Eng terms “racial castration.” Eng posits that
Asian Americans have long been “materially and psychically feminized
within the context of a larger U.S. cultural imaginary” (2). Be coming
“Asian-American,” he asserts, results from turning “authentic Asians”
into politically disenfranchised, culturally sexualized, and racially fet -
ishized people. In other words, their changeover implicates the self-
denying process of their being recognized as American proper by the
audience and simultaneously recognizing their own self as such.
Asians’ becoming American is no less than a traumatic affront to nar-
cissism, disrupting the imaginary of authentic Asian subjectivity.

Having said that, this essay Wrst examines the ideological, or per-
formative, role that this Wlm played in reworking America’s national
identity in light of the so-called Promised Land, as envisioned in the
wake of the 1950s apocalyptic ambience of the Cold War. My focus,
though, is not limited to ways in which the Wlm provided ideological
assistance in the nation’s endeavor to co-opt Oriental aliens by demon-
strating the means for containing an otherwise inassimilable foe, as
was assumed by critics like Ma and McConachie. Rather, this essay
inquires into how the prescribed performativity of the Asians who are
subject to racial castration betrays the inevitable contradictions of lib-
eral capitalism that the nation promoted to justify its attempt to de -
velop an American empire, supposedly to combat communist expan-
sionism. For the deceptive potential of Asians’ Oriental subjectivity
disrupts the contingent ediWce of American multiculturalism, since
their ontological gap can never be fully “castrated,” but always-already
returns as repressed. On the surface, the unfamiliar yet seamless
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movements of the Asian performers imply a celebration of hybrid iden-
tity, multicultural assimilation, and the triumph of liberal democracy
and citizenship; nevertheless, their performance refers to the cosmo -
politan tropes of mimicry, subversion, and chaos as well.

RACIAL CASTRATION IN THE “PROMISED LAND”

In the 1960s, the United States was in the midst of its ideological and
military confrontation with the Soviet Union, thereby undergoing a
radical shift in its social and political paradigm, which in part neces-
sitated the establishment of an afWnity with Asians as a hedge against
communist expansionism in Asia. No wonder Flower Drum Song served
as an ideological commodity that performed the nation’s Cold War
politics, which had turned in favor of, as Palumbo-Liu puts it, the “pro -
cess of assimilation, the negotiations of the foreign and the domestic,
the renegotiation of Americanism in modernity” (159). Amidst the
chimerical space of the theaters of 1960s San Francisco Chinatown,
where it seems “difWcult to distinguish fact from fantasy” (Fong, 192),
this musical Wlm exalts in exoticizing and even consecrating the Asian
bodies that dance and perform beneath the spotlight of the musical
stage, while supporting and praising the ideological expansion of
Americanism. American audiences watch the entire Asian cast sing and
dance a number called “Chop Suey,” which incorporates a medley of
major Euro-American dance styles (e.g., square dance, waltz, rock, and
jazz). The successful transformation of the Oriental from unknowable
exotic to assimilable ally was a top priority for white America as it
coped with anxiety related to communism, race mixing, and trans-
gressive sexuality during the Cold War era.

The Wlm starts with animated opening credits and Oriental-style
music, as a ship enters the Bay Area beneath the Golden Gate Bridge.
Both the animated images and the Oriental music conjure a fairy-tale
setting for the Wlm, while the plot closely follows the typical form of
a romantic or domestic comedy that ends in marriage. On the ship 
is Mei-Li, a well-behaved, obedient Chinese girl, stowing away from
Hong Kong to San Francisco with her father to fulWll her marriage
contract with the brash club owner Sammy Fong. Upon arrival, Mei-Li
realizes that her mail-order Wancé already has a romantic relationship
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with his glamorous showgirl Linda Low. To dissuade Mei-Li from mar-
rying him, Fong introduces her to Madame “Auntie” Liang, who has
been searching for a daughter-in-law for Master Wang Chi-Yang, patri-
arch of an opulent traditional Chinese family. Persuaded by his sister-
in-law Liang, Master Wang allows Mei-Li and his Wrst son, Wang Ta,
to fall in love with each other. However, Wang Ta has also been daz-
zled by the charms of Linda Low, and he announces that he will marry
her, failing to notice that she is only using him to get a real commit-
ment from her lover, Fong. Eventually, Mei-Li and Wang Ta realize their
true love for one another, but only on the verge of their weddings to
Sammy Fong and Linda Low, respectively. To put their crossed rela-
tionships back in order, Mei-Li confesses that she is an illegal immi-
grant (in her own words, “I am a wetback”), which means that her
binding marriage contract to Sammy Fong is not valid. The two cou-
ples decide to marry their rightful lovers on the spot, resulting in a
double wedding that makes everyone happy after all.

Despite the mostly Asian cast, “a concept that still challenges
Broadway today” (Tacorda, 123), the Wlm rather perpetuates the legacy
of Oriental stereotypes; in terms of twentieth-century performances
of stereotypes by Asian Americans, Josephine Lee Wnds the cinematic
production of this musical ironic because, she argues, Asian American
performers could only achieve fame and fortune “by playing versions
of a stereotype,” such as “a wise Confucian patriarch, a China Doll
vamp, [or] a submissive, fresh-off-the-boat bride . . . [which are]
familiar Asian stereotypes dressed up in new clothes” (14). Interest-
ingly, Mei-Li9 and Linda Low,10 with their obvious differences in sex-
ual manners, highlight opposing Oriental stereotypes: the former as
a submissive geisha and the latter as a hypersexual dragon lady. The
female characters’ stereotypical depictions provide a highly desirable
cinematic fantasy for the 1960s American audience, in that the sexu-
alized characters represent a theatrical or fetishistic value that en ables
the audience to fantasize about Oriental sexuality. The sexualized and
racialized performances give the audience a visible subject to serve as
a tangible locus of the fantasy, thus sustaining and perpetuating the
ideological ediWce of the fantasy.

Literally fresh off the boat, Mei-Li embodies “Old World” feminine
beauty, making her an ideal reproductive partner for an increasingly
well-established minority community. Her delicate Eastern femininity
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shows a primary theme of Flower Drum Song—the ontological “trans-
formation of Asians into Asian Americans, from aliens to citizens”
(Cheng, 32). Against the backdrop of the American-led free-world
capitalist market system of the 1960s, Mei-Li’s fetishistic identity is
equivalent to a cultural icon and commodity in the marketplace of
multiculturalism (Nguyen, 10). Upon arriving in San Francisco, Mei-
Li goes to a public park, where she sings “A Hundred Million Mira-
cles,” accompanied by a Chinese traditional waist drum embroidered
with Xowers. Her song opens with the phrase, “My father says,” and
begins the musical’s larger narrative of “miracles,” such as immigrant
success, assimilation, romantic weddings, all leading to the happy end -
ing of Asians becoming American. This docile and childlike girl is an
idealized character whose performance embodies America’s sudden
embrace of Asians, necessitated by Cold War politics. Mei-Li seems to
be a model Oriental woman who is ready to serve her new adoptive
country, as asserted by the audience in the park, who shout “Very
pretty!” as a way of applauding the propriety of her performance, with
her gentle gesture and soft feminine voice.

In effect, Mei-Li’s status as an illegal alien, which even radically
converts to a model minority, cannot be more tolerable than ever, thanks
to the rise of a new post–World War II American identity. In the 1960s,
the United States drastically reduced limitations on citizenship for
Asian immigrants, with the political goal of disseminating liberal and
capitalist ideology against Soviet communism. Heralding the advent
of a new liberal America, the revised Cold War immigration policy
was effectively associated with the pseudoreligious narrative of Amer-
ican national origin, which deWned the United States as the “Promised
Land.”11 In the face of the pure evil of communism, it was put forth
that anybody could get a second chance at “rebirth” and liberation by
coming to America and becoming an American. This mythological
discourse is similar to the biblical narrative of regeneration and re -
demption. In fact, what the United States urgently sought in allowing
more Asians to become American was not to transform them into
“normative” Americans, but rather to utilize their exotic foreignness
to Xaunt the rise of a new—more tolerant and liberal—American
identity.12

In a similar vein, Jon Stratton observes that the Cold War created
a mythical postapocalyptic world where people dreamed about the
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emergence of an omnipotent, Christ-like presence that would bring 
them redemption, and conjured up “America as European bourgeoisie
fantasy” (30). Such pseudoreligious visions not only deWned the Cold
War as an eschatological stage of human civilization under the immi-
nent threat of nuclear warfare, but they also tremendously affected
the ideological construction of American national identity from the
1950s to the 1960s by reconWguring the country as a destined “Promised
Land.” According to Stratton, this postapocalyptic vision of the new
world order came into being as “a utopian myth of a world concert of
democratic states all operating within an endlessly dynamic global
capitalism” (38). The vision that determines America as the land of
hope and redemption, however, turned Asian immigrants into defec-
tive aliens suffering from the original sin of simply being Asian. Suf Wce
it to say that the supposed “forgiveness” of racialized sin by American
assimilation and conversion is analogous to rebirth.

Flower Drum Song is theatrical evidence of Asians coming to the
“Promised Land” and celebrating the advent of the new multicultural
and multiethnic American society. With all of its singing and dancing,
this musical comedy serves as a theatrical ritual wherein heteroge-
neous people come together to build a new community and collec-
tively experience the emergence of a new society. The text creates the
Jungian collective unconscious, integrating the individual with the com-
munal producing a sense of imaginary oneness, connecting each mem-
ber in both time and space through their collective performance of
singing and dancing. In the Wlm, this assimilation effect takes place 
to such an extent that it seamlessly puts the Western manners on the
Eastern body. More speciWcally, the dance numbers and narrative struc-
ture of the Wlm, with themes of assimilation and naturalization, are
equivalent to the birth myth of a new national identity, a key element
in building collective identity, as exempliWed in the lyrics of “Chop
Suey.”13 The birth myth, with its assimilation effect, is tantamount to
a narrative shared by a group of people who believe that it is “credi-
ble, explains their collective identity, and illuminates their present con-
dition” (Young, 339). It is no wonder that Flower Drum Song requires
what Laurence Malson calls “cultural appropriation” (Koster, under
“The Legacy of Rodgers and Hammerstein” in Bonus Materials) of
the opposites, East and West.

CHANG-HEE KIM10



At stake is that the postapocalyptic vision that sought to trans-
form the United States into a “Promised Land” cannot be realized
without a symbolic ceremony to pay for its sublime change. In Flower
Drum Song, it is the musical Wlm itself that works as the ceremony of
converting Asians into Americans, so much so that it refers to a per-
verse communal ritual that stages an obscene performance of what
causes their primordial loss in exchange for a new American iden-
tity—that is, “racial castration.” Eng, referencing Freud’s psychoana-
lytic concept of symbolic castration anxiety, elaborates on how “Asian-
American” subjectivity is constituted as racialized and sexualized,
while national subjectivity depends on such “racializing, genderiz-
ing, and sexualizing” of minorities (3). Through racial castration, en -
during domestic norms of race and sexuality fundamentally deprive
“Asian-Americans” of being Asian, such that their new hyphenated
identity is experienced as a “lack” in the American culture that con-
Xates racial difference and sexual perversion. Eng’s “racial castration”
is not the only analogy between assimilation and castration in critical
ethnic studies. For example, in Buddha Is Hiding, Aihwa Ong argues
that Asians’ assimilation into America accompanies the feminization
(i.e., “genderization”) of Asian ethnicities and the castration of Asian
cultural nationalism and masculinity (167). Lisa Lowe also adopts the
Althusserian notion of ideological interpellation in exploring how
Asian immigrants wind up “split” in becoming submissive to the adop-
tive country that symbolically castrates the assumed authenticity of
their Asian identity (145–46).

RITUAL, CONFESSION, AND REBIRTH

The symbolic ritual of building and celebrating a new community is
exempliWed by the three nouns that serve as the title of Flower Drum
Song, each of which has signiWcant ritualistic connotations. The nar-
rative is possibly read as a quasi-religious event performed onstage
wherein exotic Asians are “castrated” into feminized (i.e., submissive)
citizen subjects as adopted Americans. The deracializing and demas-
culinizing process of Americanization is thus essential to the natural-
ization of Asian immigrants in becoming proper American subjects.
The so-called racial frontier, which Palumbo-Liu calls “the liminal space
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of pre-Americanization” (101), does not only form around the bound-
aries of the country, but always-already exists within the heart of Amer-
ica, as implied in the following lyrics of “Grant Avenue”: “A western
street with eastern manners, // You travel there in a trolley, // Dong!
Dong! You’re in Hong Kong, // on Grant Avenue. Where is that? /
San Francisco . . . / California, U.S.A.”

Further, the carnivalesque festivity of this musical comedy upholds
the notion of dancing Asians as being successfully assimilated into
America. The ritualistic performances recuperate, appease, and repress
Asians’ traumatic loss and memory of their past identity in the wake
of racial castration. No wonder its primary locale is the surrealistic
theaters and streets of 1960s San Francisco Chinatown. This showy
setting has a vulgar kitsch effect that seems to reXect an artiWcial qual-
ity of commercialized life in liberal America, akin to Christopher Ish-
erwood’s likening of American daily life to a motel room, an imitation
space set up in advertisements (Žižek 2002, 15). This might sound a
bit frivolous at Wrst, but not in light of Europeans’ colonial experience
of the Orient.

In Colonizing Egypt, Timothy Mitchell examines how Europeans
traveling in the Orient often confused reality with the replicas that
they had seen in the World Exhibition held in early twentieth-century
Europe. Upon experiencing the secondhand, fabricated Orient in
Europe, they fantasized about the real thing and went to see it for
themselves. Mitchell notes that “the so-called real world ‘outside’ is
something experienced and grasped only as a series of further repre-
sentations, an extended exhibition” (29). Confounded by the differ-
ences between the Orient they imagined in Europe and the one they
actually experienced in their travels, Europeans used the fantasy to
enframe the reality. Thus, Mitchell sees the artiWcial reworking of colo-
nial landscapes in Europe as a result of European colonists’ remap-
ping the Orient into the “colonial order of things.” Just as Europeans’
artiWcial re-creation of the Orient emerged from their spectatorship
over the East and the Oriental nature, the fantastic setting of Flower
Drum Song exempliWes how American popular culture imagined Asians
in the early 1960s.

The kitschy effect of Chinatown in the Wlm corresponds well with
the liberal atmosphere of the country at the time, and reXects how the 
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American audience viewed Asians as objects of adoption, accultura-
tion, and above all, tourism, as mentioned by Hwang in an interview:

[T]he original version of Flower Drum Song felt like a tourist’s-eye-view
of Chinatown. You even look at the lyrics of “Grant Avenue”: “You
travel there in a trolley. In a trolley up you climb.” Now who’s the “you”
of the lyric? It would suggest somebody who’s coming into Chinatown
as opposed to someone who actually lives there. (Hwang)

In the Wlm, San Francisco’s Chinatown is an imitation of the Orient as it
might be imagined by American spectators. Marked as a racial frontier
within the United States, this imagined Oriental nation thematically
Wts the liberalist agenda of “East meets West.” Moreover, it effectively
engages the Cold War politics in promoting Asians’ assimilation into
America and thus building the global space of capitalist civil society
against Soviet communism.

However, Asians could be considered for American citizenship,
but only if the deep-rooted anti-Asian view, which proclaimed that
Asians are neither legal nor assimilable, could be deterred, so that
they would be tolerated as a useful exception to the hegemonic ide-
ology of “whiteness” as the touchstone of what it means to be Amer-
ican. At any rate, their alien presence should be properly tamed, if not
fully legitimized. In purely legal terms, the exclusionary “contract”
based on anti-Asian immigration laws, which were meant to preserve
the “whiteness” of America, had to be renegotiated. The result was
the passing of the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965, which
enabled more Asian immigrants than ever before to enter the United
States. Therefore, the leitmotif of “broken law” is highly signiWcant in
the 1961 Wlm, as Sammy Fong’s mother, Madame Fong, shouts to the
spectators in the wedding: “[Mei-Li] has broken the law and can be
deported. The contract is not valid. The contract is not valid.” Her hys-
terical reiteration of the line comes just after Mei-Li’s public confession,
in an oddly proud voice, that her “back is wet.” The Wlm’s audience
can sense that Madame Fong’s voice suddenly becomes high-pitched
with impatience only after she meticulously enunciates in a repressed
tone, “My son cannot marry a wetback.” Interestingly, she appears
less surprised by the subsequent Wasco of her son’s long-awaited mar-
riage than at Mei-Li’s being a “wetback.” She initially shows little re -
sponse when Mei-Li declares that “I cannot marry your son,” but once
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Mei-Li adds “My back is wet,” Madame Fang audibly gasps and makes
a loud hissing sound.14 So what is behind her anxious repetition of
“The contract is not valid?”

Mei-Li’s wedding confession is seen as a testimonial ritual to ex -
pose the truth of her identity, as noted by Michel Foucault, who wrote
that “next to the testing rituals, next to the testimony of witness, the
confession became one of the West’s most highly valued techniques
for producing truth” (59). Her confession, with its truth effect, bears
witness to what the staged space of 1960s Chinatown has long re -
pressed but needs to proclaim: that Mei-Li must be allowed to get
married in the United States in order to legitimize her “wet back” and
propagate the new national identity of America as a multicultural
empire. The theatrical confession of Mei-Li using the derogatory term
at the wedding is ironically designed to produce a staged truth (in
lieu of a witness testimony) that America is indeed a “Promised Land”
for those who seek salvation in the apocalyptic atmosphere of the
Cold War. As Ryan Tacorda nicely points out, Mei-Li’s illegal entry
into the United States ultimately works not only as a “plot device that
initiates the story” but as the “solution to the dilemma of unwanted
arranged marriages” (128).

With no sign of fearing deportation—she even smiles!—Mei-Li
successfully marries Wang Ta, who exclaims with joy, “Sir, I am happy
to marry your daughter, even if we are both deported.” Their wedding
eventually serves as an ofWcial public ritual that invites American
audiences—both the wedding guests in the Wlm and the spectators in
the theaters—to witness Asians become exceptions to the sovereign
law of white America. Cheng rightfully suggests that Mei-Li’s public
confession and self-indictment ironically facilitates the naturaliza-
tion process in which “one acquires citizenship through a rhetoric of
rebirth predicated on self-renunciation” (43). More notably, though,
the Wlm as a whole works as a testimonial confession intended to pro-
duce a ritualistic truth, by announcing to both domestic and foreign
audiences that the alien Asians, with their singing and dancing on the
carnivalesque stage, have been reborn as Americans, and thus should
be accepted as such.

In addition, the wedding Wnale, such a popular trope of comedy
Wlms, is a perfect setting for procreating the validity of Mei-Li’s confes-
sion that she has successfully shed her alien status and is now eligible
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to become a “real” American. This quasi-religious leitmotif of onto-
logical rebirth was a political imperative of the postwar United States
not only to embrace Asians as welcome neighbors of the “Promised
Land” but also to obtain the consent of the reluctant white audience.
In this regard, the festivity of the Wnale has the revealing effect of a
calling among the masses, in light of the Bakhtinian notion of “carni-
val.” According to Bakhtin, a carnival represents a reality that is so
deviant that regular conventions and norms are broken, overthrown,
or subverted, thus creating “a new mode of interrelationship between
individuals” (123). This perverse dimension of the carnival, which tem-
porarily disrupts the coordinates of normative reality, provides an alter-
native reality in which a genuine dialogue of antihegemonic truth can
be articulated. In the celebratory and collective event of the carnival,
distinctive individual voices that are typically excluded, repressed, or
silenced by regular conventions can be heard, and actually Xourish
and interact with one another. In the carnivalesque wedding, Mei-Li’s
confession is distinctively articulated and heard. Moreover, it actively
contradicts the conventional law that illegal immigrants must be de -
ported, and brings about a radical change: she becomes an exception
to the law and is accepted as American. This radical turn, which her-
alds a paradigm shift in the history of U.S. immigration, can transpire
due to the celebratory event of her wedding, a carnivalesque occasion
serving as a conduit for subversion and change.

Mei-Li is not the only one making a confession; Madame Fong—
a member of the Asian middle class, the most successfully American-
ized group—does so as well. At the Wnale, she anxiously shouts, “The
contract is not valid!” thereby releasing a long-repressed truth. Here,
the “contract” refers not only to the arranged marriage between her
son and Mei-Li, but more essentially, to the anti-Asian law that the
United States has enacted. Her cry implicates a series of anti-Asian
immigration laws put into practice since the mid-nineteenth century.
Eng suggests that the emasculated identity of Asian American males in
American popular culture resulted from the nation’s anti-Asian immi-
gration laws, which Ong describes as “ethnic cleansing.” For instance,
the Page Act of 1875 was passed to prevent the entry of prostitutes
and “coolie” laborers from China and Japan, but it substantially re -
duced the total number of “Oriental” women who were allowed to
enter the United States, including the wives of immigrants who were
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already in the country. For Madame Fong, desperately awaiting her
son’s marriage, such “contracts” had to be abolished if the Asian Amer-
ican community was to cease being homosocial, if not homosexual15—
a “queer [space] institutionally barred from normative (hetero)sexual
reproduction, nuclear family formations, and entitlements to commu-
nity” (Eng, 18).

Upon Mei-Li’s confession, Madame Fong hysterically repeats, “The
contract is not valid.” Her outcry is none other than a proclamation of
“broken law,” heralding the arrival of a new event, era, and world
order. Both Mei-Li and Madame Fong’s dialogic confessions in the car-
nivalesque occasion bring forth “a live event, played out at the point
of dialogic meeting [that] wants to be heard, understood, and ‘an -
swered’ by other voices” (Bakhtin, 90).16 The “live event” here signi-
Wes the actualization of the fantastic vision of the United States as the
“Promised Land,” with the subsequent approval of the spectators. Their
dialogic interaction thus functions as a wish fulWllment that the double
marriages will happen and that they will all become legal Americans.
This is precisely the phantasmic conclusion that the carnivalesque
musical comedy desires to reach in service of the 1960s imperatives of
Cold War politics.

THE DOUBLE AGENDA OF COLD WAR LIBERALISM

The musical Wlm portrays a theatrical simulation of 1960s San Fran-
cisco Chinatown that conforms to postwar white America’s imagina-
tion of the space, as the nation wrestled with issues of racial equality
and communist inXuence. The political tension between liberals and
conservatives, which led to a nationwide debate between racial egal-
itarians and segregationists in the 1950s,17 is arguably embedded in the
cunning way the Wlm handles the problem of white supremacy. Despite
the obvious historical, political, and cultural references to Chinatown,
the white population of San Francisco is virtually unseen, and basically
irrelevant, in the Wlm. Although a few unidentiWed white spectators
appear at Sammy Fong’s Celestial Garden to “enjoy” the multicultural
extravaganza of the performing Asian dancers, the only remotely rec-
ognizable white character is the thief who holds up Master Wang when
he is coming home from the bank. Cheng regards this scene as a
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moment of transgression, marked as the white world’s abusive intru-
sion into Asian America (49). More important, however, the overtly
invasive presence of the white thief in the self-consciously egalitarian
Wlm serves white America’s Cold War policies in a nuanced way that
is not so much transgressive as transformative of Asian America in
light of racial castration.

Interestingly, the white thief is the only Caucasian character with
a speaking role in the entire movie. His intrusive appearance and rob-
bery of Master Wang is symbolic of white America’s disciplinary mea-
sures of forced assimilation or racial castration against Asians. White
America violently trespasses on Asian America, which is otherwise
viewed as insulated and intact. This brief but disruptive appearance
effectively reminds the audience that the ghettoized space of San Fran-
cisco Chinatown is not simply watched and enjoyed, but is actually
under constant surveillance by white spectatorship. The robbery scene
ultimately insinuates that Master Wang must be punished for not
assimilating into the American way of life; he has ignored and deWed
his place in America by apparently enjoying his exotic life of tradi-
tional Chinese culture. To put it another way, the premodern Chinese
lifestyle that he has obstinately preserved is used as a vanishing medi-
ator to convert the Oriental patriarch to the capitalist system of Amer-
ican modernity.

Symbolic of traditional Chinese culture, Master Wang keeps his
money under his bed, a practice that the Wlm portrays as obsolete,
backward, and premodern, thus presenting an opportunity to show
how the primitive chaotic Asian can be transformed into the semblance
of a civilized member of modern American society. The Caucasian
thief is a metaphorical substitution for the bank, with its high-tech
security, which carries a paradoxical function that is not only essen-
tial but also subversive to the allegedly democratic, equal system of
American multiculturalism, for it simultaneously disrupts and com-
pletes the system. In afWliation with America’s Federal Reserve, the
local bank presents itself as a threshold between the Oriental order of
Chinatown and the capitalist order of modern American society, albeit
a boundary that both unites and divides. More speciWcally, the bank
represents modern American capitalism, which allows white Amer-
ica to claim the racial and cultural legitimacy of American multicul-
turalism against ethnic minorities. No wonder the bank is pervasive
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and essential within its multicultural system, despite being virtually
invisible.

For the Asian community of San Francisco Chinatown, the bank
is both essential and subversive. Thanks to Cold War politics, China-
town has been legitimized as an integral constituent of American mul-
ticultural society, and the bank offers the security necessary to uphold
such postwar American ideologies as capitalism, democracy, and lib-
eralism against Soviet communism. On the other hand, the bank vio-
lates the privacy and property of the backward, vulnerable Oriental
ghetto. Madame Liang, who is already Americanized, exhorts Master
Wang to deposit his money in the bank, rather than in a chest under
his bed (which is conspicuously adorned in Oriental decorations),
causing him to grumble, “Has a man no privacy, even in his own bed-
room?” This scene showcases the Wlm’s depiction of Chinatown as a
backward space, far behind Western modernity, that must be made to
submit to the American capitalist system. When Master Wang asks
the bank manager, “What happens to those assets if you should fail?”
the manager acts insulted and responds, in a barely repressed voice,
“Fail? Did you say fail?” Frowning with displeasure, Madame Liang
immediately admonishes Master Wang as well, saying “Must you insult
the bank? They have not even accepted [your money] as yet.” Wang
then further demonstrates his naïveté by pushing the automatic secu-
rity buzzer, sending the whole bank into a panic, before Wnally con-
ceding the reliability of the bank system: “My congratulations. This is
indeed an excellent system.”

The bank is emblematic of American capitalist modernity, but it
also refers to the governmental authority of white America over Asian
America. Moreover, the robbery scene demonstrates that Chinatown
requires protection and approbation in order to be accepted as a lawful
member of the multicultural United States. Again, this message reXects
postwar America’s desire to actively identify itself as the “Promised
Land” during the Cold War. The obvious lesson is that, without the
protection and toleration of the United States, the backward, vulner-
able communities of both Asia and Chinatown are likely to be “taken”
for granted by malevolent forces (i.e., communism), just as the white
thief robs Master Wang of his money in broad daylight on the porch
of his own house. The robbery is a punitive event that renders him
subject to the “castrating” authority of the bank; he has no choice but
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to change his mind to deposit his money in the bank. In contrast to
Wang’s humiliation, Madame Liang boastfully declares that American
citizenship is a privileged right to “the life of liberty and the pursuit
of happy times,” a thematic line that celebrates the triumph of Amer-
ican liberalism.

Still, the disciplinary thief’s identity is somewhat problematic, in
that his villainy contradicts the liberal ideology of praising American
capitalism. As a perverse agent of the bank, this punitive character
designates a traumatic failure to achieve a systemic consistency in the
theatrical space of Chinatown. The bank, as representative of white
America’s racial and cultural authority over Asian America, is so Janus-
faced that the thief ends up intimidating the Oriental patriarch into
discipline and castration. Despite his brief appearance, the Caucasian
thief performs a remarkable substitution for the ideological state appa-
ratus of white America, referring to the double agenda of American
liberalism during the Cold War. Not only does the thief divest Wang
(with nothing but a Wnger-gun), thereby racially castrating Asian mas -
culinity, but he also forces the Oriental patriarch to accept assimilation
into American modernity, just as Oriental nations must be subordi-
nated to American capitalism.

“ASIAN-AMERICAN”: A PARADOXICAL STATE OF BEING

In the early Cold War years, Asians’ assimilation into the larger Amer-
ican system of capitalist modernity could not be administered with-
out the exposure of a dilemma in American culture: that the Asian,
who had been considered a “permanent alien,” should necessarily be
accepted as American in terms of not only legal but also social norms.
It is not accidental that, in the 1960s, Asian Americans began to be
praised as a “model minority,” attesting to the radical turnover of Amer-
icans’ inveterate prewar perception—the “yellow peril.” In Flower
Drum Song, the bodies of Asian characters are marked as the conven-
tionally racial, as well as sexual, demarcation of an exotic, inassimi -
lable alien in the United States, to the extent that they work as a
repressed point of reference to the duplicity of Cold War liberalism
represented by both the bank and the white thief. The point is that the
particular Asian state of exclusion in the United States is laid out as a
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precondition for the nation’s exceptional state of inclusion, which is
needed to resolve the “quintessentially American dilemma” of the post-
war racial strife. In other words, the white thief is not the only agent
of postwar American desire attempting to satiate the political imper-
atives of incorporating Master Wang’s Oriental sovereignty into the
American system. In fact, the Asians, while being “castrated,” also
have an unprecedented chance in American history to actively carry
out their will to become American, thereby closing the ontological gap
of their “unlawful” identity in America.

In the musical Wlm, Mei-Li’s Oriental femininity, exuding mod-
esty and obedience, occasionally slips in the face of adversity. In fact,
she is an illegal alien who is also responsible for illegally transporting
her aging father into the country. What’s more, she resolutely de mands
that Sammy Fong fulWll his arranged marriage to her, despite his des-
perate refusal (R. Lee, 178),18 and then she is the one who Wgures her
way out of the engagement when it is to her advantage. Hence, her
conXicting identity, as both an illegal immigrant and a model minor-
ity, is disturbing to the American audience amid the radical change of
U.S. policies on immigration and naturalization. For, although Mei-Li
is an Asian alien who has violated the immigration law, she should be
accepted as a model American citizen.

Mei-Li takes it completely on herself to adapt to America by be -
coming, in Eng’s words, “an inveterate consumer of television” (178).
By watching TV, she timidly but shrewdly learns about American con-
sumer culture and even immigration law; for example, she discovers
that a “wetback” cannot marry in America, though she misunderstands
the actual meaning of the derogatory term. For an American audi-
ence, Mei-Li’s self-reliant practice of forging her own deWnition of the
“American way” is more perplexing than admirable. Asian immi-
grants’ social standing in mid-twentieth-century America is more or
less comparable to that of a colonized entity, as long as they are put
through the disruptive and transformative process of assimilation and
alienation. The subject, being forced to develop new linguistic and social
relations, inevitably undergoes “racial castration,” but, at the same
time, as implied in Homi Bhabha’s notion of “colonial mimicry,”19 their
“Asian gaze” displaces white America’s disciplinary look of surveil-
lance, and can result in the unsettling effect of identiWcatory mimicry,
which undermines the latter’s quasi-colonial, if not entirely colonial,
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authority.20 That is to say, Mei-Li’s inaccurate self-identiWcation as a
“wetback” obfuscates her illegal status, a naive but sly trick that allows
her to successfully marry Wang Ta and, above all, evade deportation.

By confessing her illegal status, Mei-Li can lay claim to the Amer-
ican dream of marrying for romantic love and, in turn, of being Amer-
ican. It is her public confession and self-indictment that accelerates
her naturalization, cunningly hiding her Asiatic image, which is his-
torically saturated with the anti-Asian discourse of “yellow peril.” Her
deft and timely verbal plagiarism denotes that, as Cheng observes, “the
popular cultural narrative of America has always-already included
sites of transgression that are detours through which one arrives at the
‘home-ness’” (44). Mei-Li’s performance of the Oriental stereotype of
submissive femininity helps to dissolve the American audience’s anx-
iety over her status as an illegal alien. As such, her double identity and
her deceptive practices are better understood in terms of what Slavoj
Žižek calls “performative contradiction.”

Žižek asserts that a dominant ideology can achieve universal hege-
mony only by incessantly introducing and simultaneously excluding
oppositional particulars that contradict and challenge its ruling author-
ity. In explaining this seemingly paradoxical formation of a hegemonic
ideology, which maintains its universal power only by having recourse
to particulars, Žižek refers to “cheating”: “[I]f the ruling ideology per-
formatively ‘cheats’ by undermining . . . its own ofWcially asserted
universality, progressive politics should precisely openly practice
performative contradiction, asserting on behalf of the given univer-
sality the very content this universality (in its hegemonic form) ex -
cludes” (2000, 102). Thereby, it is through performative contradiction
that the ruling ideology can hold its universal authority by virtue of
a paradoxical denial of its own hegemonic totality. That is to say, the
universal hegemony of a ruling ideology necessarily depends on con-
tinuous exclusions of particular subjects that remain inassimilable
and alien to the universal. The stronger America’s hegemonic author-
ity becomes in defending the free world, as well as universalizing
capitalist ideology, the more its anti-American particulars should be
produced and excluded. The paradox here, in turning American citizens
against communism, racism, sexism, and so on, is that the excluded
particulars should be always-already brought forth and simultane-
ously embraced as American.
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The liberal discourse of American citizenship is embedded with
such performative contradiction, which in this case marks the natu-
ralization process of Asians in the 1960s as somewhat transgressive,
thus investing subjects like Mei-Li with a so-called cheating identity.
They become ontological sites of inconsistency, exclusion, and excep-
tion in the sovereign law of American citizenship, which creates a
kind of buffer zone between the universal (hegemonic ideology) and
the particular (the site of both exclusion and exception). This ambigu-
ous buffer zone of exception exists as an ideological gap, indicating a
structural short circuit that ambivalently mediates and divides the two
opposite parties, and it is allowed to persist in the form of cheating,
because that is how each party gets what it wants from the other; the
ruling ideology wants to maintain its universal hegemony, while the
alien subjects seek inclusion. In the 1960s, Asian Americans, a previ-
ously inconsistent site of exclusion and exception, became the subject
of exclusive inclusion in the U.S. body politic. The liberal and capital-
ist expansionism of the postwar United States sets an example for per-
formative contradiction, since it makes Asian Americans inassimilable
yet exceptional American citizens, as exempliWed by Mei-Li, an ille-
gal Oriental immigrant who effectively plays the system in order to
enact her own version of the “American dream”: a love marriage and
naturalization into the United States.21

However, it is not immediately obvious that her desire to be an
American is entirely self-oriented. In the midst of American Cold War
politics, Asian immigrants sought full inclusion as legitimate Ameri-
cans, and they wanted everything that the tropes of freedom and con-
sumer culture promised to them. Of course, the promise of free choice
in the United States is more imaginary than actual. In Transnational
America, Inderpal Grewal offers the premise that the dissemination of
American liberalism plays a crucial role in upholding the hegemonic
authority of the United States as a neoliberal empire. Furthermore, she
argues that this role cannot be limited to the institutions of the state,
but is circulated within what she calls “global civil society” (1–2).
American hegemony, in building the global civil society, requires and
enacts serious labor to produce the conditions of its subjects’ con-
sciousness and to maintain a self-perpetuating consumer culture, which
leaves its citizen subjects no choice but to partake in the civilizing pro -
cess of postindustrial society (Grewal, 30). As a consequence, Asians’
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desire to be American is not so much a transparently self-serving choice 
as a constituted requirement; it is, in fact, the only available option if
they wish to become a “civilized” American.

Mei-Li’s double identity, which depends on her politically salient
use of performative contradiction, is what allows her to become a
member of American civil society. But at the same time, her supposed
free choice to become an American makes her an essential and indis-
pensable exception that is necessary to maintain the ideology of an
American-led free world. In the wake of American Cold War politics,
she has no choice but to become Americanized, since her Asian iden-
tity has been stained by presumptive ties to communism.

“CASTRATED” AND THEN HYPHENATED

While the white thief violently forces Master Wang to learn the Amer-
ican lifestyle, the “Auntie” Liang,22 played by the African American
actress Juanita Hall, teaches, in a persuasive manner, the Oriental patri-
arch and other uncultured, childish, or ignorant Asians.23 As a success-
ful citizenship-school graduate who wins the medal of excellence, she
shows off a certiWcate of her new citizenship to the public: “I like to
be both Chinese and American, a Wne American citizen.” She proudly
continues, “We the people of the United States are entitled to the life
of liberty and the pursuit of happy times.” Having been previously
excluded as an alien, she is now fully accepted as American, yet under
one condition: she can only be a “Chinese-American,” a hyphenated
American with her racial identity castrated and scarred. She remains
an “almost but not quite” American, a hybrid American as the subject
of difference, as Bhabha elaborates on in terms of colonial hybridity
(122).24 Only in her performative reiteration of difference—that is, the
stereotypical representation of her hybrid identity as Asian Ameri-
can—is the exotic substance of her Chinese identity neutralized or
“de- ethnicized” enough to be considered American. The contingent
contract between the stereotyped and the spectator is thus mutually
“signed and sealed,” insomuch as the performative reiteration of her
racial difference ambivalently allows her to become American under
the rubric of the hyphenated identity.
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The production of hyphenated Americans, especially those with 
Asian identities, is American liberalism’s way of perversely recogniz-
ing diverse subjects of difference as subjects of deformation (people
of color) and displacement (the Orient) in white America. After Sammy
Fong sings “Don’t Marry Me,” Mei-Li helplessly replies, “There is noth-
ing I can do. The marriage contract is signed and sealed.” Fong, as a
heavily Americanized Asian, neither wants to nor can marry her, be -
cause in the Wlm marriage with an absolute alien is still viewed as not
only illegitimate but also improbable. Mei-Li is only able to become
an American and marry a “model” American like Wang Ta after she
breaks the contract by confessing her illegal status, thus enacting a re -
birth in the symbolic ritual of confession, penance, and baptism.25 Still
at stake, however, is the issue of Asians who become “excessively”
Americanized, a practice that would intimidate white spectators and
make them anxious about losing their racial privileges. In the experi-
ence of Americans, whiteness has been so highly fetishized as an iden-
tity that it has come to signify the most desired form of both racial and
cultural capital. Given this, Asian Americans’ excessive whiteness con-
tradicts the implicit promise of their performance of racial difference
as a sign of deformation and displacement.

The question was, considering the leniency of American liberal-
ism in the postwar era, to what degree could Asian Americans be per-
ceived, accepted, and welcomed as legitimate Americans, while still
remaining a fetishized subject of difference capable of arousing the
voyeuristic fantasy of American spectators, to the extent that they war-
ranted castration? Or worse, what if the castration of Asians was too
successful, such that they became so fully Americanized that the spec-
tators’ disciplinary gaze ends up looking at their own images of “uni-
versal” whiteness via, for instance, Linda Low’s glamorous fair-skinned
body? If so, would that not represent the failure of the white specta-
tors’ voyeurism, insofar as the racial, cultural, and political demarca-
tion between the particular “dragon lady” and the universal American
girl of full citizenship becomes blurry and contested?

Linda Low, played by the Chinese-Scottish actress Nancy Kwan,
is a beautiful dancer with very fair skin. Her hypereroticism embod-
ies a fantastic promise of substituting whiteness for exoticism, which
arouses a transracial desire that her alien body of color appropriates 
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for, in Celine Shimizu’s words, “hiding a grotesque interior” (59). The 
“grotesque interior” obviously refers to the abject dimension of Asian
identity, the racial and cultural locus of difference. In other words, the
absence of difference in the hybrid subject comes to pose an ontolog-
ical threat to white American spectators, for Low’s narcissistic desire,
explicitly expressed in her sexy song “I Enjoy Being a Girl,” threatens
to undermine the U.S. image of national identity that privileges white -
ness. In her singing and dancing, the ontological gap between Asian
and American problematically dissolves and disappears, to the extent
that the hierarchical racial relation becomes obscured. At stake is that
such obfuscation can disrupt the hegemonic system of American lib-
eralism, for the white-dominant system of the U.S. body politic relies
necessarily on the production of subjects of difference.

In Flower Drum Song, Oriental culture is displayed as a commodity.
The kitschy representation of 1960s Chinatown is a capitalist reproduc-
tion of what is imagined to be Asian as a marketable item in American
popular culture. It is not a stretch to say that the movie’s commercial
success and long-term popularity is indebted to America’s voyeuris-
tic and nostalgic consumption of Oriental culture. Most notably, Linda
Low appeals to the American mind as a hypersexualized Wgure who
embodies a vulgar idea of Oriental femininity. She appears as a sexually
liberated Asian woman, but more important, her gaudy performance,
combined with her voluptuous body, works as an uncanny double 
of white female sexuality. Through her undaunted identiWcation with
American—that is, white—women, Low’s hypersexuality becomes self-
sufWcient enough for her to fully “enjoy being a girl” while the whole
world watches. In front of a three-way mirror, she sings her famous
song, “I Enjoy Being a Girl,” wearing only a white bath towel, in a
symptomatic scene that shows her desire to be a white, thus univer-
sal, girl in America. Her identity, which Palumbo-Liu describes as
“quasi-whiteness,” virtually erases the racial division between Asian
and white, which provokes the latter’s “anxiety over the actualization
of multiracialization” (110).

In terms of Asian women’s sexuality, the two main female char-
acters in the Wlm are portrayed as oppositional doubles. Mei-Li, with
her Xat chest and short legs, reiWes the submissive Oriental feminin-
ity of servile “lotus blossom babies,” while Linda Low, clad in sheer 
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white, embodies the hyperbolic sexuality of cunning “dragon ladies,”
captivating the voyeuristic gaze of the white audience. The three-way
mirror sequence powerfully invokes the audience’s voyeurism, as she
shows off her glamorous body, by brashly modeling a gown, a cock-
tail dress, a bikini, and a towel. Her performance as “a long-legged
dame” not only lets her enjoy being a girl, but also makes her into a
color-neutral doll arousing transracial desire.26 Cheng compares Low’s
curvy body, reXected in the three-way mirror, to “a multiple and inW-
nitely reproducible body” (53). As a result, her body, wrapped in abso -
lute whiteness, plays out as the trope of the ideal white girl, exuding
such extravagant beauty that it successfully erases “all signs of castra-
tion and all signs of racial difference” (55). In becoming a universal
girl of such transcendental beauty, she signiWes an imaginary incar-
nation of ultimate feminine sexuality, with no racial or cultural differ-
ence. Her hybrid identity as an “Asian white” becomes more evident
when she attempts to act Chinese by wearing a traditional Chinese
dress (the “chi-pao” or “cheongsam”) to Wang Ta’s college graduation
party, and almost ruins the event because of her clumsy, fumbling
performance. In this respect, Cheng describes Low as so impossible a
subject of double negation (i.e., “lack of lack”) that her “beauty is the
fulWllment of a promise—a promise of fullness itself” (55).

While enjoying being a girl, Low perversely transforms herself into
the paradoxical state of being both universally celebrated and uncannily
abject, disturbing the dominant social and gender norms that objectify
Asian women as a sexual and racial object. Her hypersexual perfor-
mance, which excessively exploits stereotypes of Asian women, iron-
ically brings uncertainty to her racial and gender identity, insofar as
she becomes a “universal girl,” assuming the privileged racial and gen-
der position of white women. That is to say, her hypersexuality becomes
unfathomable, unsettling the gender and racial stereotypes of Asian
women in America. As Josephine Lee points out, a stereotype is un -
able to “account fully for the body of the Other, and a parodying of
the stereotype makes obvious its inability to contain the excesses of
the body . . . noticeably extravagant and hyperbolic” (30). The cultural
assumption of Asian gender and sexuality cannot totally and properly
symbolize the excess of Linda Low’s hypersexuality, which infringes
on the universal norms of beauty that have been exclusively claimed
by white girls.
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Ultimately, the excessiveness of Linda Low’s theatrical represen-
tation of race and sexuality makes her subject to discipline and punish-
ment in light of racial castration. When her true identity as an exotic
dancer is exposed, she is humiliated in front of both the Wang family
and the Wlm’s audience. She is chastised not only for lying, but also for
being seductive and frivolous. Ironically, however, since her identity
has already been “whitened” by her hypersexual Asian-ness, what is
essentially castrated is her internalized desire to become a universal
woman, by Western standards. As a result, her transracial sexuality
reverts to normality, and she elects to be entrapped in heterosexual
monogamy after all. In effect, her exploitation of the Asian stereotype
of the “dragon lady” can only obfuscate the ontological limits of her
race in the theatrical context of what Cheng calls “American ideal-
ism,” in that Linda Low participates “in the long tradition of . . . mak-
ing America by making music” (52). As Andrea Most argues, most
musical comedies from the early twentieth century served a similar
function for the imaginary unity of U.S. national culture. The musical
form successfully appealed to audiences by virtue of the power of song
and dance, which let viewers leave the theater feeling “as if they had
been included in a celebratory, even religious experience” (Most, 29).

In relation to the collective feelings that performers come to share
with the audience, the performative effect of singing and dancing re -
duces both parties’ subjectivity into that of the ideological subject. The
collective mood between the performer and the audience builds up
with its conjoining effect, reiterating the power of the sociopolitical
discourse, which the performance engages and reproduces. Judith But-
ler suggests that performativity can be deWned as the way in which
individuals come to have their identities determined in terms of what
they “do,” rather than what they “are.” In the act of performance, per-
formativity is an authoritative speech in action, which “speaks” through
the laws or norms of the society. Moreover, it enacts a certain level of
power that is embedded in the action of the performance that precedes,
constrains, and exceeds the performer—that is, the reiterative power of
discourse to produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains
(Butler, 2). Thus, the performing subject is tantamount to the ideolog-
ical subject, whose subjectivity forms based on the way in which it
“speaks” in performance, and takes on an identity that is determined
by the constitutive inscription of the performative power of discourse.
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Linda Low’s performance, with its excessive reiteration of Asian
stereotypes, is subject to punishment, for in becoming a white girl, a
self-sufWcient “Asian-American” citizen, she intimidatingly contradicts
the racial code of white supremacy. Her extravagant whiteness deWes
the ontological limits of racial and sexual performativity that white
spectatorship has set in accordance with the reiterative power of dis-
course to produce whiteness. This spectatorship is a form of perfor-
mative contradiction, since it not only desires a hypersexual exotic
girl but also perversely negates her excessive whiteness. In a way, this
explains the libidinal economy of American liberalism’s schizophrenic
ambivalence in conjunction with the Cold War politics of the 1960s.

In building the postwar American empire, American liberalism has
promoted an acculturative process of Americanization or hybridization
wherein ethnic identities are treated as both marketable commodities
and disciplinary objects. This dual processing that is inherent to Amer-
ican nation-building is geared toward maintaining the imaginary
totality of national identity amid the country’s nominal efforts to up -
hold diversity, difference, and multiplicity. Consequently, Linda Low’s
hypersexual performance is eventually overruled by the interfering
power of the performative disciplinary spectatorship of white Amer-
ica. Hence, Sammy Fong and Linda Low, the two most “Americanized”
Asian liberalists, are joined in marriage. In pursuit of a monogamous
heterosexual domestic life, their coupling lacks a certain essential moral
and social grace, as Palumbo-Liu puts it: “both are comically vulgar and
too obviously materially driven and aggressively acquisitive” (165).
Their marriage is Wnally arranged at the expense of Low’s presump-
tuous enjoyment of being a girl, and she is thrust back into her right-
ful social position, thus neutralizing the “fantasmatic interracial threat”
(Cheng, 39) of her transracial performance.

THE POSTWAR CREATION OF AMERICAN EMPIRE

Linda Low’s hypersexuality challenges and even damages the racial
and gender supremacy of white spectatorship. The white voyeuristic
gaze is stunned by her sheer desire to achieve the privileged status of
whiteness. Ironically, her racial and sexual subversion comes from her
excessive enjoyment of being what white spectators perversely want
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from her Oriental sexuality. Her reciprocated pleasure breaks the prom -
ise that her stereotype, as a reiterated articulation of the Wxity of racial
division, supposedly makes to the American spectators. It shamefully
shatters their secret voyeurism and violates the unwritten rule of Amer-
ican multiculturalism. To put it another way, white America’s disci-
plinary gaze, which eventually punishes Linda Low for her excessive
sexuality, is nothing but a reactionary measure to restore the hierar-
chical order of gender and racial division inherited from the conven-
tional body politic of the United States.

In modern society, there are both written and unwritten laws. The
former are the prescribed laws that invoke disciplinary and punitive
measures, while the latter are those implicit promises, contracts, or rules
that are generally agreed upon by members of a society. Unwritten laws
often supplement jurisdictional authorities by imposing pseudoreli-
gious regulations related to ethics, morality, courtesy, political correct -
ness, and so on. This substitutive dimension of law is rather obscene,
since it only becomes effective when the prescribed law does not legally
intervene, and can thus perversely enjoy its jurisdictional limitations
as common law. In the public sphere, as a result, the determination of
proper ways of speaking, behaving, and thinking in light of political
correctness is dependent on the subjective judgments of individuals.
These unwritten behavioral codes constitute the efWcient unwritten law,
which can restrain the Weld of choice by prohibiting certain actions
that are allowed and even guaranteed by the written law. At the same
time, reliance on unwritten, common law still allows people to per-
versely enjoy those behaviors that the written law does not address.27

Encountering a radical level of modernity in the twentieth cen-
tury, most postcolonial nation-states have undergone the drastic dis-
solution of social links based on direct family or traditional relations.
Their social institutions have become, as Žižek puts it, “less and less
grounded in naturalized tradition and more and more experienced as
a matter of contract” (2000, 114). In modernity, tradition and kinship
have been superseded by an emergent form of social institution, which
Claude Lévi-Strauss terms a “zero-institution.” Lévi-Strauss writes that
the nation-state has taken up the role of the zero-institution, which
encourages the use of agreements to maintain a community, since
communities are to be regarded as political entities interfered with and
mediated through the social divisions of which they are composed.

ASIAN PERFORMANCE ON THE STAGE OF AMERICAN EMPIRE IN FLOWER DRUM SONG 29



Regardless of differences and conXicts, a community can remain united 
as an imagined and shared community; after all, shared communities,
big or small, are built on the articulation of these differences and con -
Xicts. Ironically, it is only via acknowledgment of this fact that indi-
viduals, who are typically isolated from one another, can join together
as communally integrated subjects (qtd. in Žižek 2000, 112–14).

In such a zero-institution, the unwritten law takes on even greater
signiWcance, since that is what differentiates the members from one
another through the performative reiteration of differences, namely,
by an innumerable variety of stereotypes based on racial, ethnic, gen-
der, sexual, and national categorizations. At the same time, the unwrit -
ten law renders those exclusively categorized members subject to their
collective community. In this way, the zero-institution creates a uni-
fying sense of membership under grand rubrics like “American,” and
consolidates internal difference and conXict in depoliticized terms of
multiculturalism, diversity, pluralism, and so on.

In Flower Drum Song, Linda Low’s racial and sexual assimilation
with whiteness violates an unwritten rule of the early 1960s (which
persists to a somewhat lesser extent), which enjoins ethnic minorities
to become “almost the same but not quite” as more legitimized Amer-
icans of European decent. Can she ever be truly white, when white
spectators gaze at her curvaceous body clad in sheer whiteness? The
answer is apparently no, even given that Nancy Kwan, the actress
who plays Linda Low, is half-Scottish and half-Chinese. It is uncanny
for the white spectator to watch her “Westernized” body, which always-
already confuses them with the stereotyped hypersexuality of Asian
women. What’s more, the glamorous body clad in whiteness does not
quite Wt into the racial and gender framework of the U.S. body politic,
as long as her sexuality is looked at as aggressive and intimidating;
for the ambiguous sexuality of both attraction and transgression can
blur the ontological demarcation between Asian and white, between
East and West. The bottom line is that, despite her white, American,
female body, she must remain Oriental, which ironically allows her to
keep her “American” identity. Eventually, the racial and sexual threat
that her hypersexuality poses against racism is eliminated via her
marriage to Sammy Fong, and her reversion to her “natural” place—
1960s San Francisco Chinatown, America’s oldest Asian ghetto.
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On the one hand, Mei-Li marries Wang Ta to guarantee her sur-
vival as a naturalized American—that is, her rebirth as American
through the carnivalesque ritual of her confession, which delivers her
from her “sinful” identity as an Oriental “wetback.” Linda Low, on
the other hand, regards her marriage to Sammy Fong as a “social
security” that ensures her future life, as evidenced in her song “Sweet
Sunday.”28 The unmarried Low has been consistently regarded as un -
ethical, obscene, and intimidating, an exotic dancer impertinent to
becoming a proper American. Her marriage rescues her from her sin-
ful violation of the social contract of the unwritten law; she gives up
her excessive, obscene enjoyment of being a universal girl for the sake
of “everybody.”

As the conventional ending of a musical comedy, the double wed-
ding in Flower Drum Song unites all the different but familiar subjects
of the Asian Americans, and unites them under the rubric of “Amer-
ican.” Just as the zero-institution politically consolidates individuals
otherwise marked by difference and conXict, the Wlm’s ending success-
fully creates a shared and imagined community of America. As Most
states, Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s musical comedies tend to
turn ethnic characters into full-Xedged members of the white com-
munity, with values and beliefs that are essentially the same as whites
(25). But at the same time, in these musicals, at least a small hint of
ethnicity must always persist in minority identity, if only to highlight
how ethnic minorities become American through the racial castration
of eliminating the imagined threat of their difference. Flower Drum Song
dramatizes the liberal ideology of 1960s America, in that it achieves
multicultural uniWcation and assimilation of diverse ethnic subjects.
This occurs within the U.S. imaginary of theatrical representation,
where the American zero-institution is hard at work creating more
Americans and defeating communism. This is the ultimate construc-
tion of the American Empire as fantasized in the musical comedy in
the post–World War II era.

Chang-Hee Kim is assistant professor of English at Yonsei University,
Wonju, in South Korea. He received his doctorate in English from the
University of Minnesota. His research interests include multicultural
American literature and postcolonial literature engaging such topics
as race, gender, sexuality, and postcolonial nationalism.
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Notes

1. Aside from the predominantly Asian cast, Flower Drum Song is one of the
Wrst American musicals that focuses on “Asian American” characters, rather than
Asians in Asia (e.g., South PaciWc, The King and I, and Miss Saigon).

2. A reviewer implies that the commercial success of Hwang’s adaptation is
more or less indebted to the audience’s familiarity with Rodgers and Oscar Ham-
merstein’s original (S. Lee, 640). No wonder a DVD edition of the original Flower
Drum Song was released in 2006 with extra features on the making and casting of
the movie.

3. Regarding the racial tension and violence that transpired in postwar
America, see Thomas Borstelmann’s The Cold War and the Color Line, where the
second chapter, “Jim Crow’s Coming Out,” discusses the complexities and dilem-
mas of America’s racial problem as intermingled with its Cold War imperative to
enhance its international images as democratic and free.

4. This new initiative in the postwar era was already foretold, when World
War II was coming to a close in 1945, as nicely exempliWed by The House I Live In, a
ten-minute Wlm starring Frank Sinatra. In the movie, the star intervenes as a group
of boys is ganging up to bully another boy. Sinatra uses the power of song to
admonish the boys, self-assuredly crooning that “all races and religions, that’s
America to me.” The movie, both wishfully and forebodingly, inculcates Americans
with a new moral, political, and cultural mode of life that would follow the end of
World War II, based on the long-ignored leitmotif of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, that “all men are created equal.” The theme of multiculturalism and democ-
racy in Sinatra’s Wlm uncannily overlaps with Flower Drum Song, but in a nuanced
way; it is articulated entirely through the voices of Asians. I learned about The
House I Live In through Dudziak’s Cold War Civil Rights, in which she thanks Steve
Wizner for telling her about the Wlm. I am also grateful to her for the same reason.

5. David Harvey deWnes modernity as a “never-ending process of internal
ruptures and fragmentations within itself” (12). Similarly, Asians both in Asia and
in America were a targeted racial object of modernization and Americanization,
especially in the early Cold War era.

6. The discourse of the “model minority myth” appeared in the 1960s to fur-
ther denigrate African Americans by falsely generalizing Asian Americans’ eco-
nomic success in the United States, yet it also implies that Asian Americans are
“not honorary whites free from racial oppression.” As Karen Pyke and Tran Dang
mention, they have “consistently occupied a stratiWed space between blacks and
whites since the mid-1800s” (150).

7. In the 1950s, the United States proclaimed the doctrine of containment
against the spread of communism, and so-called “container metaphors” as a perfor-
mative trope in Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s musicals corresponded with
“much of white, middle-class America’s perceptions of the world” (McConachie,
387).
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8. The liberal motif of teaching either Asians how to become Westernized 
or Americans how to possibly tolerate Asians, as in R&H’s so-called Chopsticks
musicals, is a popular topic among the said critics. For instance, see Christina
Klein’s Cold War Orientalism, Bruce A. McConachie’s “The ‘Oriental’ Musicals of
Rodgers and Hammerstein and the U.S War in Southeast Asia,” Anne A. Cheng’s
“Beauty and Ideal Citizenship: Inventing Asian America in Rodgers and Ham-
merstein’s Flower Drum Song (1961)” in The Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis,
Assimilation, and Hidden Grief, and Robert G. Lee’s “The Cold War Origins of the
Model Minority Myth” in Orientalism: Asian Americans in Popular Culture.

9. Miyoshi Umeki plays Mei-Li in both the theatrical and cinematic ver-
sions. As a naturalized Japanese American actress, she was already well known
for her role in the 1957 Wlm Sayonara, where she played the Japanese wife of an
American Air Force ofWcer. In that Wlm, the couple eventually chooses to commit
double suicide rather than give up their love, which is forbidden by the U.S. mil-
itary. Her image as a submissive Oriental woman affected the reception of her role
as Mei-Li in Flower Drum Song.

10. Nancy Kwan, a prominent sex symbol of the 1960s, plays Linda Low in
the Wlm. Kwan is an exception to the mostly Asian cast; her father is Chinese, but
her mother is Scottish. Low’s hypersexuality in the Wlm is indebted to Kwan’s pre-
vious role in her 1960 debut Wlm The World of Suzie Wong, in which she stars in the
title role as a beautiful Hong Kong prostitute who captivates an American archi-
tect played by William Holden.

11. The idea that America is a “Promised Land” is captured in Woodrow
Wilson’s famous quote: “America lives in the heart of every man everywhere who
wishes to Wnd a region where he will be free to work out his destiny as he
chooses.” It is also understood in light of the long-lasting American belief on ter-
ritorial expansionism, known as Manifest Destiny. See Thomas Woodrow Wilson’s
speech on April 6, 1912, The National Exchange Club, http://www.voicesoffree
dom.us/voices/woodrowwilson/woodrowwilson.htm.

12. Klein raises a legitimate question about the Wnal scene of Flower Drum
Song: Why does Wang Ta marry Mei-Li (partly Americanized, but still foreign),
instead of Linda Low (already Americanized)? Klein suggests that Mei-Li, as the
heroine who holds “assimilation in balance with ethnicity,” is more suitable for
emphasizing the “dual identity of Chinese Americans that gave them value as
Americans.” She further argues that, rather than advocating the mythic idea of the
melting pot, this Wlm prefers to show Asians’ “partial foreignness,” which makes
them “worth assimilating into American society,” legitimating “the nation’s claim
to be ‘a nation of nations’” (240–41).

13. From the lyrics of “Chop Suey”: “Chop suey, chop suey! / Living here is
very much like chop suey. // Mixed with all the hokum and bally hooey. / Some-
thing real and glowing grand. / Sheds a light all over the land. / Boston, Austin,
Wichita, and St. Louis, / Chop suey.”

14. This marks the second time that Madame Fong makes this hissing sound.
The previous time came while Mei-Li was saying, “I came into this country illegally 
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across the PaciWc Ocean.” Of course, this hissing sound transpires as something 
repressed returns.

15. Klein explains that, even up through the 1930s and ’40s, Chinatown had
bachelor societies composed largely of single men. This was because “U.S. laws
prevented Asian immigrants from forming families by restricting the immigration
of Asian women, stripping the citizenship of American-born women who married
noncitizens, and criminalizing miscegenation” (229).

16. In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin describes Dostoevsky as hav-
ing an “extraordinary gift for hearing the dialogue of his epoch” and detecting the
“dialogic relationship among voices” and “their dialogic interaction” (90). Simi-
larly, I think Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein can be seen as authors of dialogic
narratives who have an intuitive authorial power to recognize the dialogic inter-
action of the Cold War epoch in American popular culture, as seen in the dialogue
between Mei-Li and Madame Fong. See also Friedman, 38.

17. See Borstelmann, 105–10.
18. Fong’s frustration and anxiety over Mei-Li’s obstinate demand to marry

him is expressed in his song, “Don’t Marry Me,” displaying his misogynistic attitude.
19. In The Location of Culture, Bhabha posits that the construction of the colo-

nial subject demands a repeated articulation of forms of difference in the ambiva-
lent process of stereotyping. This performative reiteration inscribes the subject body
with the “economy of pleasure and desire and the economy of discourse, domi-
nation of power” (96).

20. This is not to mention the colonial relations between the United States
and the Philippines, the historical vestiges and transcultural legacy of which per-
sists to this day.

21. Historically, Asian women have been a primary target of anti-Asian immi-
gration laws, which have sought to prevent Asians from propagating in America,
along with antimiscegenation laws, which hinder Asian men from marrying white
women. Of particular note is the Page Act of 1875, which forbade the entrance of
any Chinese woman who was deemed to be “obnoxious.” This law erringly clas-
siWed many Asian women as prostitutes and signiWcantly reduced the number of
Asian women allowed to enter the United States.

22. Interestingly, the role of Madam Liang was played by Juanita Hall in both
the 1958 original stage musical and its 1961 screen version, a fair-skinned African
American who also played a Polynesian, Bloody Mary, in South PaciWc. Obviously,
this well-known actress’s offstage racial identity endows her with a more author-
itative position to “teach” how to be American to the Asians who are relatively less
experienced in America and thus less Americanized.

23. As Ma suggests, characters that perform a missionary of Western ideas in
Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein’s “Chopsticks Musicals” refer to what she calls 
the “motif of the English teacher” (18). They include Anna Leonowens, the British
governess in The King and I, and Madame Liang in Flower Drum Song, who are eager
to educate Asians about the postwar United States’ liberalist agendas of antislavery,
profeminism, and Westernization.
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24. Bhabha deWnes the subject of difference, namely, the hybrid, as a sym-
bolic sign of minorities displaying “the necessary deformation and displacement
of all sites of discrimination and domination” (159).

25. In an interview, David H. Hwang says that Wang Ta, played by James
Shigeta, is “a sexy and compelling romantic lead . . . as a [masculine] role model”
that people from all races can adore (Hwang). Considering that he is the Wrst son
of an opulent, ethical, and authentic Asian family, as well as a college graduate, Ta
can be looked at as a typical model of a model minority.

26. Low is introduced as a long-legged dame to the audience in Fong’s night
club.

27. For more on the perversity of the unwritten rules as a coercive means to
prohibit the possibilities allowed for under the written laws, see Žižek 1997, 28–29.

28. “Sweet Sunday” is part of the number “Sunday” that Fong and Low sing
together, fantasizing about their imaginary married life.
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