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Yellow
Robert Ji- Song Ku

Per a basic dictionary definition, yellow is a component 

of light, the most luminous of the primary colors, 

occurring in the spectrum between green and orange, 

with a wavelength between 570 and 590 nanometers. 

Part of growing up in the United States is to eventually 

begin associating a handful of basic colors with racial 

categories and, along with them, prescriptive notions of 

race. Together with the cognate colors white, black, red, 

and brown, yellow has come to signify a major racial 

category in the United States.

The etymology of “yellow,” in its simplest color sense, 

begins with the Old English geolu, which corresponds 

to the Old Saxon gelo, Low German gel, Middle Dutch 

geluw, and Indo- European ghelwo. The earliest written 

form occurs around AD 700 in what is among the first 

Anglo- Saxon alphabetical glossaries, the Epinal Glossary. 

The word appears in the Old English text Beowulf, when 

Wiglaf is about to join Beowulf to battle the dragon: 

“hond rond gefeng, / geolwe linde” (he seized the hand- 

round [shield], the yellow linden- wood). As an adjective 

applied to the human complexion, prior to indicating 

Asian people, “yellow” described the aged or diseased. 

In 1817, for example, Lord Byron wrote in his long poem 

Beppo, “No, I never Saw a man grown so yellow! How’s 

your liver?” As a colloquialism in the United States, at 

least as far back as the mid- nineteenth century, “yel-

low” has meant cowardly, as when P. T. Barnum referred 

to someone’s heart being yellow in his 1857 memoir, 

Struggles and Triumphs. At one point, “yellow- belly” sat 

beside “chicken” and “scaredy- cat” as among the most 

commonly used American euphemisms for “coward.”

The practice of referring to a race of people as “yel-

low” in the United States occurred as early as 1834, when 

American newspapers, such as the New York Sun, began 

to use the term to describe people believed to have natu-

rally occurring yellow skin, the “Asiatics” in particular. 

A few decades later, the most respected scientists in Eu-

rope and the United States would begin to promulgate 

the theory that the human species were organized into 

three primary races that were identifiable by color: Cau-

casoid by white, Negroid by black, and Mongoloid by 

yellow. Although highly disputed as meaningful typo-

logical categories since they were first introduced, these 

terms have endured and are employed by some anthro-

pologists even today. The people thought to belong to 

the Mongoloid race by one scientist or another over the 

years have included not only East and Southeast Asians 

but also Polynesians and Native Americans. In addition 

to yellow complexion, physical traits attributed to Mon-

goloids included the epicanthic fold of the eyelids (aka 

“Mongoloid eyes”) (Jacobson 2000; Painter 2010).

The eugenics movement, whose founding is gener-

ally attributed to the English scientist Francis Galton 

(1822– 1911), relied on dubious scientific formulations, 

such as the Mongoloid concept, to justify its mission 

to scientifically improve the heritable characteristics of 

human beings. The influence of eugenics is evident in 

works such as Lothrop Stoddard’s The Rising Tide of Color 

against White World Supremacy (1920), in which the au-

thor warns of the threat nonwhites pose to white civili-

zations. Stoddard made special note of the threat posed 

by Asians, especially as immigrants to the United States 

(Jacobson 2000; Painter 2010). The idea that the yellow 

race would bring the ruination of the white race began 

as soon as Chinese laborers began to arrive in Califor-

nia during the mid- nineteenth century. The perceived 
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threat to whites’ employment and way of life would 

soon produce a specialized term: “yellow peril.” A series 

of exclusion acts, severely limiting the immigration of 

Asians, were instituted, including the Page Act (1875), 

the Chinese Exclusion Act (1882), and the immigration 

acts of 1917 and 1924. Concurrent with the notion that 

the yellow body represented economic competition 

against white labor was the suspicion that the yellow 

body was a source of pollution and disease, which was 

used as justification for antimiscegenation and other 

discriminatory laws (Saxton 1975; Robert Lee 1999).

As with all processes of racial categorization, the 

precise referents of color- based racial categories in the 

United States have been fluid, overlapping, and incon-

sistent over the decades, if not centuries. Historically, 

white has equated to Americans of European ancestry 

(but not always, as in the initial reception of the Irish 

and Jews), black to African (specifically sub- Saharan), 

and red to Native American or other indigenous. Brown 

has referred to Latinos (or Hispanics) as well as to Fili-

pinos. Recently, and particularly after 9/11, brown 

has come to indiscriminately evoke people of South 

Asian, Arab, Muslim, and so- called Middle Eastern 

backgrounds. (The notion of “flying while brown,” a 

modification of “walking while black,” has gained new 

currency during the U.S.- led War on Terror.) Thus, a 

century after the fear of yellow bodies preoccupied a ra-

cially anxious America, the fear of the brown body has 

become the preeminent racial anxiety in the post- 9/11 

era (Prashad 2000; Bayoumi 2009; Rana 2011).

“Yellow,” meanwhile, has been popularly used to 

identify people primarily of East Asian (specifically, 

Chinese, Japanese, and Korean) backgrounds, simply 

because they constituted the largest Asian populations 

in the United States. Secondarily, due to the Vietnam 

War, the term also began to be applied to people of 

Southeast Asian heritage (principally Vietnamese but 

also Cambodian and Laotian). This is in keeping with 

the legacy of U.S. military conflicts elsewhere in Asia, 

such as in Japan and Korea, where Asian bodies were re-

garded as “yellow hordes” antagonistic to American ob-

jectives (Chong 2012). It is likely that many other Asian 

American groups, such as Thai Americans, Burmese 

Americans, Tibetan Americans, Hmong Americans, and 

Mien Americans, might popularly be regarded as yellow 

if they were to occupy a more prominent place in the 

American racial imagination.

While white and black have garnered both positive 

and negative, as well as neutral, connotations over the 

decades, red and brown have mostly been perceived 

as pejorative, especially in recent times. To wit, when 

William Taft coined the term “little brown brother” to 

refer to Filipinos at the start of the twentieth century, 

there was little public outcry. However, when George 

H. W. Bush affectionately called his Mexican American 

grandchildren “little brown ones” in the late 1980s, he 

was widely criticized. Also, the controversy over sports 

teams using the term “red” to refer to Native American 

identity has led to both the renaming of mascots (as 

with the St. John’s Redmen becoming the Red Storm) 

and the steadfast defense of the practice (as in the case 

of the Washington Redskins).

“Yellow,” meanwhile, has almost entirely been used as 

an offensive epithet. As a signifier of race in the United 

States, yellow has historically been positioned between 

white and black. During the Jim Crow era, when laws 

segregated white America from black America, many 

Asian Americans wondered where they belonged (Oki-

hiro 1994). In this, yellow shares secondary status with 

brown and red in the powerful white- black binary that 

has come to dominate racial discourse in the United 

States.

As with “yellow peril,” the word “yellow” has been 

notably paired with other words to refer to social, 
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cultural, and political phenomena that specifically per-

tain to Asian Americans. “Yellow fever,” which in medi-

cal parlance refers to a hemorrhagic disease transmitted 

by tropical mosquitos (also known as “yellow jack” and 

“yellow rainer”), has also come to denote the sexual fe-

tish that certain non- Asians have for Asians, similar to 

“jungle fever,” which could refer to any number of tropi-

cal diseases, such as malaria, but also means a white 

person’s sexual attraction to a black person, as made 

famous by Spike Lee’s 1991 film Jungle Fever.

Yellowface, akin to blackface, applies specifically to 

yellow minstrelsy, in which white entertainers in film 

and on stage don costumes and facial prosthetics to 

evoke Asianness, such as white actor Jonathan Pryce’s 

performance of the part of a mixed- race Vietnamese in 

the Broadway musical Miss Saigon (Marchetti 1993; Jane 

Park 2010). David Henry Hwang’s 2007 play Yellow Face 

is a theatrical rendering of this controversial practice. 

Similarly, Han Tang’s 2010 documentary film Yellow 

Face focuses on the controversy surrounding the casting 

of white actors in the film version of The Last Airbender. 

Among the many scholarly works to address this issue is 

Krystyn Moon’s Yellowface (2005), which examines the 

development of the Chinese figure in American popular 

culture between the 1850s and 1920s. Despite the pro-

fuse criticism levied against it, yellowface has proved 

resilient and long lasting. This minstrel practice, which 

appeared on screen as far back as 1915, when Mary Pick-

ford played the role of the tragic Cio- Cio San in a version 

of Madam Butterfly, forcefully reemerged in 2012, when 

a number of non- Asian actors donned facial prosthetics 

to portray Asian characters in the film Cloud Atlas.

As is periodically the case with negative epithets that 

persist over time, “yellow” has been reclaimed by some 

Asian Americans to evoke pride in their subaltern status. 

(A notable example of this reappropriation process is 

the word “queer,” which was chiefly used derogatorily 

to mean a gay man but is now employed affirmatively, 

as in “queer studies.”) Yellow Pearl, a collection of po-

ems, drawings, and songs compiled within an LP- sized 

yellow box, was published in 1972 for this purpose by 

Basement Workshop, among the earliest Asian Ameri-

can arts and culture organizations formed in New York 

City. The box set was inspired by the song “Yellow Pearl” 

by Chris Iljima and Nobuko Miyamoto, who, together 

with “Charlie” Chin, collaborated on the 1973 musical 

album A Grain of Sand: Music for the Struggle by Asians in 

America. Both the song and the box set simultaneously 

play on and subvert the term “yellow peril” to express 

not the danger posed by Asia to America but the emerg-

ing consciousness of Asians in America. Akin to the 

Black Power movement that emerged during this time, 

the Yellow Power movement sought dignity, pride, and 

self- determination for Asian Americans by co- opting 

“yellow” as a positive term (Wei 1993; Maeda 2011).

The embracement of yellow as either a neutral or pos-

itive symbol of Asian American identity has persisted. 

The legal scholar Frank Wu’s collection of essays, Yellow: 

Race in America beyond Black and White (2002), addresses 

the particularities of yellow as a racial marker by con-

templating the intermediacy of Asian Americans, who 

are politically constructed as neither white nor black. In 

the realm of fiction, Korean American author Don Lee 

has penned Yellow: Stories (2001), which features char-

acters who are Japanese American, Korean American, 

and Chinese American— in other words people who are 

yellow— living in a multicolored America.
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