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ABSTRACT 

Abigail Jinju Lee: Site Trouble: Asianness and Blackness in Contemporary Cultural Production 

(Under the direction of Heidi Kim and GerShun Avilez) 

This project explores the relationships of Asianness and Blackness in racialized 

geographies. Three onscreen spaces organize my inquiry: the Asian-owned convenience store, 

the college campus, and the freeway. My argument elucidates the structures—racial, carceral, 

and spatial—that form the possibilities for popular onscreen racial representation. In the first 

chapter, this project takes up the convenience store’s mise-en-scène to route my exploration of 

Black-Korean conflict, reading Do the Right Thing (1989), the novel Native Speaker, the TV 

series Kim’s Convenience (2016-2021), and the 2017 film Gook, as well as the documentary A 

Love Song for Latasha (2019). I present a theorization of Asianness that turns from binary media 

in/visibility discourses and centers itself on Asian American and Black feminist visions of 

flourishing. The second chapter analyzes the space of the college campus through the TV series 

Dear White People (2016-2021) and Grown-ish (2018-present), addressing the seriality of racial 

structures through student activism and protest. In this chapter I intervene in serial narrative 

studies and television studies by insisting that contemporary narrative seriality be understood as 

underpinned by racial logics. In my final chapter I move to the freeway through Karen Tei 

Yamashita’s novel Tropic of Orange and the 1997 film Strawberry Fields, exploring the Asian 

American feminist road narrative. In this chapter I theorize Asianness as racial infrastructure 

capable of both transmitting and blocking the force of white supremacy and conclude by locating 

fugitive ways of being in racial geographies. Ultimately, my research contends that opacity, 
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refusal, being-otherwise, and experimental form are essential to shaping an Asian American 

feminist politics in solidarity with Black liberation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

What is offered then is the possibility of a break with the specular structure of hegemonic 

discourse and its scopic economy…Within and beyond tangible visibility. A trajectory 

across variable praxes of difference, her (un)location is necessarily the shifting and 

contextual interval between arrested boundaries. She is the moon and she is not. All 

depends on how the moon partakes of language and representation. 

—Trinh T. Minh-ha, When the Moon Waxes Red 

 
The documents of my family’s journey to the U.S. record an impossibility. In 1953, after 

surviving—so much is summed up in that one word—the Korean War, my seventeen-year-old 

grandfather Suh Yong gained passage with a few other students aboard a sunken cargo ship that 

had been dredged up out of the Busan harbor shortly after the end of the war. These students 

sailed in the cargo hold to Guaymas, Mexico; though the original plan had been to dock in 

Oregon, the ship’s captain had gotten new orders enroute. Suh Yong and a few others decided to 

disembark in Mexico and try to make their way to Los Angeles from there. By bus, with faltering 

language and few possessions, they arrived at Nogales and the Arizona border. The U.S. 

immigration official, confronted with a few young Korean men, had no idea how to categorize 

their journey, asking what flight they arrived on. Pan-Am? T.W.A.? When he asked my 

grandfather how he arrived to the U.S. from Korea, Suh Yong explained the complicated 

transpacific route by sunken cargo ship. The officials, bemused, held his pen wavering over the 

forms. Under “Means of Arrival,” he wrote “by foot.”  

These official documents and narratives could not contain the realities of my family’s story. 

Instead, they recorded an impossible history where my grandfather walked across the ocean, 

where he sailed in a sunken ship. This story has lingered with me as metaphor for all that cannot 
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be contained in official narratives and representations of Asian Americans, our excess, excessive, 

and impossible stories, our opacities, our radical and experimental praxis, the ways we see and 

grow our communities. What is unrepresentable and impossible about Asian American 

experience, and how do these impossibilities shape Asian American culture and politics of 

solidarities? 

My project addresses Asian American cultural production by highlighting opacity, 

strategic invisibility, fugitivity, and refusal as experimental modes. I theorize these modes as 

resistant to regimes of visibility and representation politics, offering productive means for Asian 

Americans to perform otherwise. I find these experimental forms to be grounded in Asian 

American and Black feminist politics of solidarity with the freedom of every living thing.  

 Asian American studies continues to debate the limits of an Asian American cultural 

politics that values visibility, recognition, and representation. This politics centered on 

in/visibility sets the horizon of liberation at inclusion in dominant culture and assimilation to 

hierarchies of racial power and thus reaffirms such oppressive hierarchies. Challenging this 

approach, Kandice Chuh asserts the need for a “subjectless” Asian American studies that “points 

to the need to manufacture ‘Asian American’ situationally.”1 Chuh theorizes Asian American 

studies as a pursuit of the “(im)possibility of justice,” a condition that is both unexperienced and, 

importantly, unrepresentable.2 She names undecidability (rather than essentialist identity) as the 

grounds for Asian American unity and solidarity.3 Some Asian American scholars have 

approached Chuh’s challenge literally, as Leslie Bow does in her research regarding the 

 
1 Chuh, Imagine Otherwise: On Asian Americanist Critique, 10. 

2 Chuh, 8. 

3 Chuh, 83. 
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association of Asian Americanness with physical objects, forming an “Asian American studies 

without Asian Americans.”4 This project takes up Chuh’s provocation to theorize Asian 

American politics and culture situationally by examining the racial geographies that emplace 

Asian Americans onscreen and in literature, looking to the spaces around us as a means to 

approach Asian American politics in relation, forming a vision of Asian America that rejects 

assimilation and representation in U.S. racial hierarchies, and instead seeks to question, analyze, 

and subvert such structures. In so doing, this project follows “unrepresentable” Asian 

Americanness through invisibility, opacity, refusal, and experimentation, formed on the alterable 

terrain of emplaced racial geographies.  

Space, Race, and Alterable Terrain 

One reason this project turns to space and racial geographies to unspool these reflections 

on Asian American media and culture is this: space and emplacement in racial geographies offer 

a route toward thinking at a slant from racial representations tied to specific bodies and 

performances. Space, and the three spaces addressed here, allow this project to think with 

hierarchies of power that are inscribed upon the physical landscape and that shape the 

possibilities for racial performance, thus moving this project toward an analysis of the structuring 

potential of race, rather than only at its representational possibilities.  

 I address the entwining of relational racial geographies, Asian American literature and 

media, and Asian American feminist solidarities through three spaces: the Asian-owned 

convenience store, the college campus, and the freeway. Each of these spaces are imagined as 

sites of conflict but also as spaces of possible solidarity, and each offer important insights into 

 
4 Bow, Racist Love: Asian Abstraction and the Pleasures of Fantasy, 23. 
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Asian American racialization and the importance of experimental modes in forming such 

solidarities. They are linked by carceral geographies of surveillance, policing, and state violence 

that discipline the subjects who move through them. The convenience store and the forms of 

violent policing of property that appear there, as well as the policing of mobility in the freeway 

space, are perhaps the most apparently carceral, but the college campus—often imagined as a site 

of freedom and possibility—is also revealed here to be invested in disciplining logics of 

education that produce some subjects as full of educational potential and others as unfit for uplift 

and access to the imagined freedom of the campus. Highways are patrolled by state troopers, 

campuses are garrisons for university police, and the surveilled spaces of convenience stores are 

depicted as targets of desperate harm. Geographer and abolitionist Ruth Gilmore describes how 

her study of the production of carceral space “...belies the common view that prisons sit on the 

edge—at the margins of social spaces, economic regions, political territories, and fights for 

rights. This apparent marginality is a trick of perspective, because, as every geographer knows, 

edges are also interfaces,” as each of my project’s imagined sites are.5  I take each of these 

spaces as a catalyst and synecdochic metaphor, and each crystallizes distinct aspects of our 

world’s racial infrastructures. 

 These sites reappear across Asian American and Black TV, film, and literature as places 

where Black and Asian American racialization is articulated as relational. They allow this project 

to thread its argument across time, from the novels and films of the 90s to contemporary work 

that attempts to remake those legacies for a new generation. In each of these spaces, artists tangle 

with how to portray Asian American politics and Asian American relationality to the racial 

geographies that emplace it. Through examining how the convenience store, the campus, and the 

 
5 Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, 11. 
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freeway shape the representational possibilities of these media, this project locates refusal, 

opacity, and experimentation as Asian American feminist praxes of solidarity.  

These racial geographies and screen spaces that condition Asian Americanness exist in 

relation to Black geographies. Blackness is integral to the production of space, as Black feminist 

geographer Katherine McKittrick argues.6 To think about the production of space is also to think 

about Black women’s role in producing it and the relational feminist solidarities that might arise 

on such terrain. The mapping of space and the mapping of race are concomitant and mutually 

constitutive. The Enlightenment Humanist urge to know, categorize, and regulate the world—

both through the creation and violent maintenance of hierarchies of racial difference and through 

the mapping of “new” territories—yielded a reification of Humanity as paradigmatically White 

and the inhuman as paradigmatically Black, as Sylvia Wynter and Denise Ferreira da Silva 

persuasively argue.7 The manner in which racial structures condition space has been rich ground 

for spatial theorists. Katherine McKittrick asserts that “Black matters are spatial matters” and 

explores how Black geographies contest notions of geographical transparency—that space is 

innocent, knowable, coherent, and mappable.8 This spatial lens focuses this project on the 

structuring conditions in which the racial unfolds, the metaphorical geographies of the racial.  

 Relying on the geographical studies and spatial theory of Katherine McKittrick and Ruth 

Wilson Gilmore, I note the potential disagreement between, for example, McKittrick’s assertion 

of Black subjecthood and ability to create “oppositional geographies” and “alterable terrain,” and 

 
6 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, xiv. 

7 I capitalize Human to denote it as a specific, limited, and limiting formation of humanity invested in white 

supremacy. Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/ Power/ Truth/ Freedom”; Silva, Toward a Global Idea of 

Race. 

8 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, xii. 
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the spatial arguments of an Afropessimist critic such as Frank B. Wilderson.9 Wilderson writes, 

“The Black can be placed on film but cannot be positioned within the frame…the Black bears 

witness to a space and time she cannot enter: the space and time of the world.”10 Thus, while 

Wilderson avers that Blackness is excluded from the Human world-making project, McKittrick 

notes the ways in which Black people, in particular Black women, are already living beyond the 

Human world geographies.  

 In Demonic Grounds, McKittrick argues that the social production of space is tied to 

racial ontologies and the differential hierarchization of racialized bodies, arguing against 

constructions of space as “transparent” or knowable, bounded, and objective.11 I link her 

contestation of the transparency of space and geographic matters with Denise Ferreira da Silva’s 

transparency thesis, what she describes as the ontological assumption governing the transparency 

and universality logic that survived the postmodernist “death of the subject.” The transparency 

thesis is the liberal Humanist idea that underpins a hope for “that moment of moral bliss, before 

and beyond the missteps of racism, when transparency will describe a social configuration where 

the racial no longer operates,” a kind of post/pre-racialism.12 The supposed transparency of space 

that McKittrick describes is parasitic on the opacities of Black space-making and being—space-

making cannot be transparent unless there is an opacity that frames it yet is excluded from it. 

Against these existing geographies that “unjustly organize human hierarchies in place and reify 

uneven geographies,” McKittrick asserts that “these rules are alterable and there exists a terrain 

 
9 xvii. 

10 Red, White & Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms, 283. 

11 Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, xi. 

12 Toward a Global Idea of Race, xxxvi. 
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through which different geographic stories can be and are told.”13 Thus, this struggle to 

overthrow the hegemony of transparency entirely—creating an unmappable future—shares 

ground with the unrepresentableness of Asian American studies, the pursuit of ways of being, 

knowing, and mapping ourselves on an alterable and otherwise terrain rooted in solidarity. 

Despite the importance of spatial matters to Asian American formation (think of the 

various Chinatowns, Koreatowns, and Asian ethnic enclaves that shape North American 

landscapes, the relocation of Japanese Americans to internal camps, and the transnational 

diasporic connections of Asian American communities), racial geographies have received 

relatively little scholarly attention, though critics and activists are turning to space-making and 

spatial matters as part of the recent turn in Asian American studies away from identity politics 

and matters of political and cultural representation.14 By focusing on three everyday, non-iconic 

urban spaces often depicted in literature and art as sites of encounter between Asianness and 

Blackness, I connect Asian American geographies to those of the greater racial infrastructure that 

emplaces Asianness. 

Black-Asian relationalities and a fuller understanding of how these entanglements appear 

in culture are essential to my research. This brings me to the question, why put the relationships 

between Asianness and Blackness (and anti-Asianness and antiblackness) at the center in 

attempting an investigation of Asian American media and racial geographies? I argue that 

understanding Asian American relationality to Blackness and antiblackness is essential to 

analyzing Asian American racialization and media representations, which have been shaped at 

 
13 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, x. 

14 See Cheng, The Changs Next Door to the Díazes; Chou et al., Asian Americans on Campus; Huang, Mobile 

Homes; Li, From Urban Enclave to Ethnic Suburb; Ling, Across Meridians, Zhou, Cities of Others: Reimagining 

Urban Spaces in Asian American Literature. 
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every turn by the complex history of Asian American racial positioning and North American 

racial hierarchies of power and oppression that rest on the bedrock of the abjection of Blackness 

as inhuman. Any study of non-white groups that does not also acknowledge that group’s position 

relative to and in relationship with Blackness will, as Jared Sexton writes, “involve greater 

alliance with an antiblack civil society and further capitulation to the magnification of state 

power.” Sexton argues, “Black existence does not represent the total reality of the racial 

formation — it is not the beginning and the end of the story — but it does relate to the totality; it 

indicates the (repressed) truth of the political and economic system…What is lost for the study of 

nonblack nonwhite existence [in the proposal for a decentered, people-of-color paradigm] is a 

proper analysis of the true scale and nature of its material and symbolic power relative to the 

category of blackness.”15Any analysis that does not take into account the structuring power of 

antiblackness (and, crucially, not only the structuring power of white supremacy, the 

misunderstanding of white supremacy as a force that oppresses all non-white people 

monolithically) is ripe for cooption by neoliberal regimes looking to integrate difference and 

legitimate themselves. Asian American liberation, Asian American community, and Asian 

American safety and thriving is intimately tied to Black liberation and Black feminist freedom, 

which means centering solidarity with Black life and freedom in Asian American politics. Thus, 

for my project, analyzing Asian American visuality onscreen must also be part of the project of 

articulating Asian American relationality to Blackness. In each of the texts and films I analyze, 

artists are working out their relationships to larger hierarchies of racial oppression and power, as 

well as the possible grounds for solidarity and collusion against such hierarchies.  

 
15 Sexton, “People-of-Color-Blindness,” 48. 
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Regimes of Visibility and Asian American Media 

Audiovisual screen media, including serial television, hold unique capacities to picture 

the visuality of space and the ways that spatialization structures race and representational 

strategies. Race sutures the visible and the visual; it is a totalizing force that orders and arranges 

the world in hierarchies of difference through violent domination. Racialized logics inform 

constructions of the visible—that which can be seen, the “face” of things—as well as visuality, 

or how the visual is articulated. Thus, the construction of race in cinematic media can be 

understood through two routes: 1) representation: the visibility of racialized bodies or objects 

onscreen and, 2) the visuality of the medium itself: how the visual image is constructed and 

shaped by race, and, in turn, how it constructs and shapes race.  While much of the attention of 

scholars at the intersection of film and critical race studies has run along the first route by 

analyzing the representational strategies or even the lack of representation onscreen, I am 

interested in the second route: the visuality of race—the racial image, rather than the image of 

race. 

Cinematic technologies came to prominence during the late nineteenth century, the age of 

emancipation. Black and Native rebellions against enslavement and colonization re-made the 

world order as Western White supremacy responded to the threat of Black revolutionary violence 

with both legal emancipation from slavery and new tools to navigate the terrain of race and 

imaginations of freedom. Cinema was one such tool, in that it allowed those behind the lens to 

create distance between the object and the subject of the camera—that which is seen, and that 

which sees. Cedric Robinson writes, “Moving pictures appear at that juncture when a new racial 

regime was being stitched together from remnants of its predecessors and new cloth,” working to 
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create “a new whiteness [that] became the basis for the reintegration of American society.”16 

Cinema re-articulated and cemented race as visible difference—through actuality films, 

spectacular racialized performances in the lineage of the minstrel show, and narrative epics such 

as Birth of a Nation.  

This function of media to secure racial hierarchies is not only apparent in the North 

American or diasporic immigrant context, but is one that circulated globally through culture. 

Korean newspaper discourse, for example, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

actively positioned the Korean race in a hierarchy aspiring to the power of whiteness and 

“above” Blackness. In fact, “without the notion of blackness – which signified hopeless 

‘backward-ness’ – their [Korean] dismal but hopeful racial standing could not be justified.”17 

This global circulation of the ideologies of white supremacy and antiblackness can also be linked 

to the development of the cinematic apparatus and the rapid spread of cinematic images 

throughout the world. The turn-of-the-century discourse concerning Korean racial positioning 

unfolded concurrently with the introduction of cinema, both actuality and fiction films—many of 

which featured racist depictions of Black people and implicit positioning of Western whiteness 

as the superior and technologically advanced race— to Korean audiences.18 This is not to reify a 

 
16 Robinson, Forgeries of Memory and Meaning : Blacks and the Regimes of Race in American Theater and Film 

before World War II, xiv. 

17 Kim, “Yellow over Black: History of Race in Korea and the New Study of Race and Empire,” 212. See also Kim 

and Jung, “‘Not To Be Slaves of Others’: Antiblackness in Precolonial Korea.”; Tikhonov, “Discourses of Race and 

Racism in Modern Korea , 1890s – 1945.” 

18 Kim, Eclipsed Cinema: The Film Culture of Colonial Korea, 1. Kim notes that “before the 1920s, all the films 

projected on to the silver screen in pre-colonial and colonial Korea were foreign imports. According to the film 

censorship record of the colonial government, for instance, of the 931 submissions the board censored during its first 

six months of activity between August 1926 and February 1927, 482 were American and European films, 441 were 

Japanese, and only eight films were locally produced.” At the earliest commercial film screenings in Korea from 

1907-1910, predominantly Pathé films shorts were exhibited. Yecies adds “more than 90 percent of the films 

accepted by the colonial censorship board between 1926 and 1936 [were] from Hollywood, 6,737 total.” Yecies, 
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simple correspondence or causal relationship between the cinematic and the racial, but to suggest 

that the cinematic not only reflects worlds, but works to create them.  

Much popular discourse concerning how contemporary screen media intersects with 

Asian American racialization has focused on representation and visibility as a restorative 

measure that allows Asian Americans to “see themselves” onscreen, which Melissa Phruksachart 

has termed “messianic visibility,” the idea that identification with normative cinematic 

representation “possesses transformative, even curative, political and personal potential.”19 From 

the celebratory treatment of Crazy Rich Asians (2018) to the fervor over Shang-Chi and the 

Legend of the Ten Rings (2021), a discourse of visibility circulates that celebrates the fact of 

onscreen representation over the politics and textures of the Asian American visuality and 

politics that such popular films portray. In so doing, this discourse of visibility posits 

representation as the curative for invisibility, without fully exploring either the resistant potential 

of such Asian American invisibilities or the conditions of visibility that often contribute to 

neoliberal multiculturalism and racialized capital. My project responds to this politics of 

in/visibility by both investigating the forms that Asian American invisibility (as in Dear White 

People) takes, as well as theorizing opacity, refusal, and experimentalism as modes resistant to 

such neoliberal cooptation of Asian American representation.  

A significant strain of Asian American critique has countered this media in/visibility 

discourse by pointing to the failures of visibility, enumerating the roots of Asian American 

politics in movements of Third World solidarity, and centering Asian American feminism as 

 
“Systematization of Film Censorship in Colonial Korea: Profiteering from Hollywood’s First Golden Age, 1926-

1936,” 61. 

19 Phruksachart, “The Bourgeois Cinema of Boba Liberalism,” 61. 
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oriented toward coalitional solidarity rather than visibility. In her experimental prose, filmmaker 

and theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha criticizes “the visible/invisible duality inherent to a regime of 

visibility whose standards continue relentlessly to contaminate the world, even in its most remote 

parts,” pointing to this vexed position as regime of visibility that reduces and contaminates, 

rather than liberates.20 Asian American film scholar Peter Feng discusses Asian American media 

legibility, naming the regime of visibility that Trinh highlights as leading toward 

“representational clarity” and away from more experimental formal critique.21 Adding to this 

critique of Asian American in/visibility, Sylvia Chong asked, “What was Asian American 

cinema?”—naming in the past tense of her question a fear of Asian American cinema’s failures 

to live up to its radical liberatory potential, as it instead turned to visibility as “a goal in and of 

itself.”22 Held within the past tense of Chong’s provocation is, as well, the potential for a “future 

cinema yet to be envisioned,” a radical Asian American politics of visuality that seeks to undo 

oppressive structures. In my research, I seek the moments of opacity, resistance, and 

experimentation—even within popular, deeply neoliberal multiculturalist productions like Kim’s 

Convenience—that give a glimpse of what our future ways of being and resistant, fugitive 

presents might be. 

Adding to these critiques of regimes of visibility, scholars of Asian American cinematic 

texts in the lineage of the Third Cinema movement form an important throughline for my project 

concerning the contemporary legacy of revolutionary movements to re-envision the cinematic 

 
20 Trinh, When the Moon Waxes Red: Representation, Gender, and Cultural Politics, 193. 

21 Feng, “Asian American Media Studies and the Problem of Legibility.” 

22 Chong, “What Was Asian American Cinema ?” 135.  



 13 

form.23 Film scholars and historians Jun Okada and Glen Mimura situate Asian American 

cinematic history as formed by the tensions between formally experimental work and 

productions that reproduce legible Asian American subjects as a means to political advocacy.24 

In so doing, they name the tension between the desire to remake cinematic forms and structures 

of representation and the desire to create legible subjects that can appeal to dominant culture as 

both specifically Asian American and universally Human. This drive for universal stories and 

recognition as Human must be understood as in relation—if even through its omission—to the 

condition of Blackness and the relationship of Blackness to the Human.  

Black feminist film and performance scholars and Afro-pessimists criticize 

representational political strategies in film and political culture more broadly as myopic and 

integrationist. They posit that the demand for more or better representation—and thus to be 

recognized by an industry or a state that is fundamentally antiblack—both legitimizes the state as 

the telos of redress and yields a politics of liberation that cannot see further than inclusion in the 

racialized, colonizing Human project. Thus, scholars attending to the (de)construction of race in 

cinema, such as Frank B. Wilderson, examine both representations of race—generally examined 

through the diegesis of films, the characters, plotlines, and dialogue—as well as how the 

visuality of the medium constructs race in excess of the film’s diegesis. Wilderson finds that 

while the visible narratives of some films are invested in racial representation, the visuality of the 

 
23 Mimura, The Ghostlife of Third Cinema: Asian American Film and Video; Lim, Translating Time: Cinema, the 

Fantastic, and Temporal Critique. 

24 Okada, Making Asian American Film and Video: History, Institutions, Movements; Mimura, The Ghostlife of 

Third Cinema: Asian American Film and Video. 
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films, the way they are constructed, yields a different and radically antagonistic approach to 

Settler White supremacy.25   

Black feminist scholars have forged a critical path that recognizes the antagonisms on 

which Wilderson focuses, but also insists on the possibility of relationship between difference 

and, in fact, because of it. As Audre Lorde offers, “Within the interdependence of mutual 

(nondominant) differences lies that security which enables us to descend into the chaos of 

knowledge and return with true visions of our future, along with the concomitant power to effect 

those changes which can bring that future into being.”26 Thus, while Afropessimists such as 

Wilderson turn their critical attention to the incommensurability of Blackness and its non-

relation with the state or Human world, Black feminists remind us to value “poetics of Relation” 

as well, “a mobile, fugitive perception of the interconnectedness of all things, which does not 

insist upon a universal system of commensuration, but instead allows for every thing’s right to 

opacity.”27 These critics investigate the capacities of screen media to trouble the visuality of race 

and unsettle easy equivalences made between the visual and the visible. Examining race through 

the construction of space offers another route to troubling the visibility of race, enabling an 

apprehension of race that focuses not only on the representational—the racialized body and the 

image of race—but also the structural—the built and social architectures of (in)Human 

difference. 

In striving toward—and thus reaffirming—the goal of recognition as fully and 

universally human, such Asian American media politics of visibility reifies the Western 

 
25 Wilderson, Red, White & Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms. 

26 Lorde, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” 78. 

27 Keeling, Queer Times, Black Futures, 196. 
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universal Human as the pinnacle of life and thus reproduces the inhuman, the Blackened 

position, as the negative space of non-life. In addition, this Asian American discourse of 

in/visibility that names visibility and representation as the means of redress for media invisibility 

often avoids—and thus reproduces—the inscription of Blackness and Black women as 

hypervisible and visually excessive, intimating that if there is “not enough” Asian American 

representation, then perhaps there is “too much” representation of other marginalized groups, an 

articulation of representation as a zero-sum game.28 Asian American in/visibility does not occur 

in a vacuum, but in deep relationship to representations of Blackness and Black hypervisibility. 

Opacity and Visuality 

By thinking with Asian American opacities, refusals, and experimentation, this project 

rejects racist “hierarchies of human and inhuman persons”—as Katherine McKittrick terms 

them—and the zero-sum theory of representation.29 Instead, it theorizes a radical Asian 

American feminist visual politics grounded in solidarity. This Asian American feminist turn to 

opacities as a ground for solidarity relies on the critical work of Shireen Roshanravan, who 

questions what Asian American feminist visibility should be—visibility to whom, and to what 

end? She argues that Asian American feminism must refuse representation as appeals to the state 

and institutions of power, and instead “must be communicative beyond Asian America as a 

refusal and disruption of the state's divisive racial optics.”30 Roshanravan theorizes Asian 

 
28 For further discussion of Black hypervisibility and visual media, Gates, Double Negative: The Black Image and 

Popular Culture; Fleetwood, Troubling Vision: Performance, Visuality, and Blackness. 

29 McKittrick, Demonic Grounds: Black Women and the Cartographies of Struggle, xvi. 

30 Roshanravan, “Weaponizing Our (In)Visibility: Asian American Feminist Ruptures of the Model-Minority 

Optic,” 263. (Emphasis in original). 
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American feminist solidarity with Black liberation as making Asian Americans opaque to the 

racist state, using the activist labor of Yuri Kochiyama and Grace Lee Boggs, whose 

identification with the Black freedom struggle made them unrecognizable as Asian Americans to 

the U.S. state that surveilled them. She argues, “This opacity in turn extends an invitation to 

(re)learn Asian American (inter)subjectivity in coalitional relation with Black communities 

against whom we are racialized.”31 Thus, Roshanravan theorizes an Asian American feminism 

that does not speak vertically to the state or the dominant public, but across relationships to those 

with whom we seek to build coalition. Part of this Asian American feminist coalitional praxis is 

resisting “visibility for visibility’s sake” and refusing “transparency to a racial state rooted in 

white supremacy.”32 This theorization of Asian American feminist opacities and their coalitional 

potential to narrate Asian Americanness as interdependent and in solidarity with Black 

movements for liberation is essential to my project, as I analyze moments where such opacities 

appear onscreen and in fiction, finding the spaces, gaps and obdurate resistances that offer 

possibilities for imagining Asian American politics otherwise.  

 This turn to Asian American feminist opacities, refusals, and resistance relies on Black 

feminist theories of opacity as a mode of resisting regimes of universalist transparency and 

visibility. Film scholar Kara Keeling considers the opacities of the cinematic. Keeling argues that 

“a politics of visibility conducted on the terrain of the cinematic is inevitably reformist unless it 

breaks free from this world, the cinematic, itself.”33 In Queer Times, Black Futures, Keeling 

identifies moments of opacity in Black cinema that do just that—push against the commonsense 
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32 Roshanravan, 275. 

33 Keeling, The Witch’s Flight: The Cinematic, the Black Femme, and the Image of Common Sense, 10. 
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visuality of race, creating ruptures, spaces and fugitive moments. Keeling theorizes these 

opacities alongside Éduoard Glissant’s poetics of relation, which names opacity as a “politicized 

cultural strategy” that resists Western culture’s requirement of transparency and universality.34 

Keeling asserts that Black existence “anchors an opacity that invites and frustrates knowledge, 

transparency, and measure.”35 Following Keeling’s theorization of race, Blackness, and 

cinematic opacity, I find Asian American cinematic modes of inscrutability, refusal, and 

resistance to perform opaquely, resisting regimes of transparency and visibility. Instead, such 

modes of visuality inhabit the opacities that are produced by solidarity and coalition with 

Blackness.  

Relational Racialization  

In examining the relationships between more than one racialized group, epistemological 

theories of race invested in categorizing, comparing, and encircling can be understood to lean 

more toward comparative studies of racialization. Instead, I take up an approach invested in 

describing the co-constitutive grammar of Asianness in relationship to Blackness, what scholars 

have called relational racialization.36 Thus, I examine gendered and racial Asianness as 

constituted both by the identities and self-definitions of those who place themselves or are placed 

within this group and by the structure of racial hierarchies, the grammar of race within which 
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Asian Americans and Racial Anomaly in the Segregated South; Jung, Coolies and Cane: Race, Labor, and Sugar in 

the Age of Emancipation; Costa Vargas and Jung, Antiblackness. 
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Asianness is articulated. I take the relationship between Asianness and Blackness (and the force 

of antiblackness) as the focus of my study as I work to articulate some of the infinite ways that 

Asianness exists in relation to Blackness. 

Comparison and comparative analytics have been a foundational modality of racism since 

its earliest inception, used to explain the putative differences between the White, Western 

Human and his Others which cast him as the superior being. Racial structures rely on both 

performing comparisons and disavowing them, what Claire Jean Kim has called a covert 

sociometry of race.37 Any study of the relationships between racialized groups and the racial 

grammars that articulate each position would do well to avoid the pitfalls of flattening 

comparisons that result in reproducing harmful racist structures, rather than diagnosing and 

transforming them. Grace Kyungwon Hong and Roderick Ferguson describe the Western 

dominant comparative model as an epistemological and territorial (by mapping space into 

discrete territories and nation-states) imaginary, centering the ideal (Western, White) Human as 

rational, individual, and self-regulating, thus defining the West’s racial Others as “deviant, 

atavistic, irrational, violent.”38 Shaped in response to the failings of this dominant Western 

colonial comparative analytic, post-structuralist criticism that deconstructed the grounds 

necessary for stable comparison—as seen in, for example, Foucault’s theory of heterotopias—

arose, but as Hong and Ferguson argue, post-structuralist critique was underpinned by 

unacknowledged racial structures and disavowed the role of the material conditions of racism in 

ordering the world.39  In contrast to deconstructive approaches, minority nationalisms such as the 

 
37 Kim, “Are Asians the New Blacks?,” 71. 

38 Ferguson and Hong, Strange Affinities: The Gender and Sexual Politics of Comparative Racialization, 2. 

39 Ferguson and Hong, 5. 
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Black nationalist and Third World nationalist movements used an “internal colonial model” as 

blueprint for coalition by theorizing enslavement, stolen land, and stolen labor as “different but 

equivalent violences enacted by the U.S. nation state.”40 This ethnic nationalist comparative 

analytic renders racial groups (instead of nation states, as in the dominant Western model) 

discrete and comparable, but it does not offer a robust analytic encompassing either how racial 

groups dominate and exploit each other or the differences (especially of gender and sexuality) 

within groups. Thus, Hong and Ferguson turn to women-of-color feminism and queer-of-color 

critique to ground an ethical analytic for relating across difference without erasing or flattening 

the differences between groups and individuals. They argue that women-of-color feminism and 

queer-of-color critique are fundamentally organized around difference, and as Audre Lorde 

writes, “Within the interdependence of mutual (nondominant) differences lies that security which 

enables us to descend into the chaos of knowledge and return with true visions of our future, 

along with the concomitant power to effect those changes which can bring that future into 

being.”41 She reminds us that “Difference is that raw and powerful connection from which our 

personal power is forged.”42 Thus, this model of relationality—so termed to distinguish it from 

comparative models that view individuals or groups as discrete and bounded—takes difference 

not as a barrier to collectivity and coalition, but the very grounds on which such movements can 

exist. Theories of relational racialization apprehend how differences in raciality and racial 

position can be a source of power, a diagnostic of the structure of racism that allows us to 

envision ethical means with which we could bring it thunderously crashing down. 

 
40 Ferguson and Hong, 8. 
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The ethical grounding of my project rests on the understanding that antiblackness is a 

fundamental organizing principle for dominant society’s valuing and devaluing of life. This is 

not to say that anti-Asian racism is not significant or powerful, but that an ethical approach to 

anti-racism must recognize that the world is powerfully organized by antiblackness. 

Transformation of racist structures demands that Asian American studies not only respond to 

anti-Asian racism, but also acknowledges Asian relationality to antiblackness and works for 

Black liberation. João Costa Vargas, in arguing for a relational rather than a comparative 

approach to understanding multiracial activist movements in the U.S. and Brazil, notes that such 

a relational analytic lens  

establishes a diasporic continuum whose fundamental logic, informing cognition, 

sociality, and the management of life and death technologies, is antiblackness. In both 

empires-states [U.S. and Brazil] social and economic indicators suggest that, local 

inflections notwithstanding, experiences in the spheres of work, housing, criminal justice, 

and health are correlated to one's racial positionality: the closer one is to blackness—a 

measure that is always affected by social class, gender, sexuality, and nationality, among 

many factors—the more intensely one meets social disadvantages and the more likely one 

is to die prematurely.43 

Vargas asserts that studying racialization relationally allows one not to merely compare, for 

example, Blackness and Asianness as two discrete racial groups, but to elucidate the ways in 

which both construct and interpenetrate each other without losing sight of the hierarchical scale 

of (in)Human value underpinned by the force of antiblackness. Vargas goes on to observe that 

multiracial non-White coalition “is a fraught political formation because (most of, but not 

exclusively) its nonblack members seem unable to grasp the underlying antiblack transhistoric 

logic that produces Black oppression and suffering.” 44 One of the most important elements of 
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my project is to analyze Asianness in screen media and literature in relationship to this 

“underlying antiblack transhistoric logic.”  

Asian American studies, Black studies, and ethnic studies more broadly have addressed 

the relationships between racialized groups—in this case, Asianness and Blackness—with 

approaches I group into four broad categories: studies of Afro-Asian cultural exchange, historical 

studies of Afro-Asian political solidarity, socio-political studies of Black-Asian conflict, and 

studies of the relational racialization of Asianness and Blackness. The first, studies of cultural 

exchange, might be typified by Vijay Prashad’s Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting: Afro-Asian 

Connections and the Myth of Cultural Purity (2002), an examination of cultural exchange across 

500 years in the Indian Ocean region. His argument for “polyculturalism” and 

“cosmopolitanism” rests on an underlying assumption that exchange between cultures is in and 

of itself anti-racist, but largely neglects to clearly articulate how and why cultural exchange is an 

anti-racist ethic. This is not to say that such anti-racist ethics are overlooked in studies of Afro-

Asian cultural exchange more broadly.45 Afro-Asian feminist scholars such as Tao Leigh Goffe 

have provided an important perspective by theorizing the resistant power of Asian and Black 

intimacies that are organized not only around cultural exchange, but imbrications of kinship and 

poetics, “engag[ing] with the kindred and enmeshed, rather than comparative, circuits of black 

and Asian diasporas.”46  

The second approach, historical studies of Afro-Asian political solidarity, often focuses 

on the Third World nationalist movement and other radical nationalist movements of the 1960s 
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Encounters; Ossa and Lee-DiStefano, Afro-Asian Connections in Latin America and the Carribean; Roberts, 

Resounding Afro Asia;  Sharma, Hip Hop Desis; Washington, Blasian Invasion. 

46 Goffe, “The Flesh of the Family Album: Black Pacific Visual Kinship”; Goffe, “Albums of Inclusion: The 

Photographic Poetics of Caribbean Chinese Visual Kinship,” 39. 



 22 

and 1970s.  Echoing the collaboration in the nineteenth century between Asian coolie workers 

and Black plantation workers, the radical movements of the 1960s and 1970s saw a resurging 

desire for people of color, colonized, and formerly colonized people to work together to create 

change, wrest political power from the dominant establishment, and draw upon the resources of 

Third World socialist and communist movements to reimagine global possibilities. In the context 

of Afro-Asian solidarity, this era was inaugurated with the Bandung Conference of 1955, a 

meeting of representatives of twenty-nine African and Asian nations that laid the foundations for 

the Third World movement. Studies of Afro-Asian political solidarity reveal histories of 

exchanges of ideas among, for example, Maoists and the Black Panthers, ethnic studies student 

movements in California, or organizers such as Yuri Kochiyama and Malcom X. They excavate 

often-buried histories and offer alternatives to the narratives that cast ethnic nationalism and 

radicalism as simply “against the West,” instead centering mutuality and solidarity among 

oppressed people of color globally.47 These studies have formed a rich archive of Afro-Asian 

radical anti-racist and anti-imperial movements.  

In the wake of the 70s, these radical visions were met with neoliberal backlash, with 

many movements either decimated by the state (through, for example, COINTELPRO) or 

absorbed and co-opted as multicultural neoliberal reformism that tunneled like worms through 

the heart of the revolution. One of the research questions guiding my study of the culture of the 

contemporary moment is to trace how the legacies of these radical movements have been 

coopted, transformed, or carried forward by contemporary cultural production. My dissertation 

examines both the artistic representations and emanations of the neoliberal multiculturalism that 
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succeeded the radical dreams of the 60s and 70s—for example, Kim’s Convenience— and 

experimental moments where radical visions of an episteme beyond racism, beyond 

antiblackness, and beyond the Human have been nurtured and continue.  

Another approach to examining intersections of Asianness and Blackness takes Black-

Asian (and often more specifically, Black-Korean) conflict of the 1980s and 1990s as its object 

of study. The radical movements of the 60s and 70s were responded to with neoconservatism, 

neoliberal globalization, financial deregulation, multicultural reformism, white flight, 

suburbanization, and disinvestment, as well as active destruction—as for example, highways 

were laid destroying more than 2000 Black neighborhoods in cities across the U.S.48 All of these 

factors concentrated poverty and suffering in Black urban neighborhoods. These were also the 

neighborhoods in which newly arrived Asian immigrants—after the 1965 Immigration Act—

could afford to buy or rent retail space: groceries, nail salons, liquor stores, convenience stores, 

and other small businesses. Claire Jean Kim’s Bitter Fruit: The Politics of Black-Korean Conflict 

in New York City describes the racial power that accrued unevenly to these two oppressed 

groups, allowing Korean people lines of credit, capital, and the ability to start businesses in 

predominantly Black neighborhoods where the residents themselves—through redlining and 

discriminatory lending practices, as well as the larger legacy of antiblack structures—often could 

not obtain the capital necessary to do the same.49 Much of the previous scholarship on Black-

Asian conflict in Asian American studies had focused narrowly on these two minority groups 

without attending to the larger structures of racial power and White supremacy or had 

psychologized the conflict as an emanation of Black “racial hostility” or “misplaced rage”—
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analyses that each in their own way reveal their antiblack foundations. Diverging from these 

narrow and flawed scholarly approaches, Kim’s study and subsequent works have taken 

seriously the role Asians—and newly arrived immigrant Koreans more specifically—are cast to 

play in antiblack racial structures.50 Scholarship in Black studies the L.A. Uprising often do not 

highlight Black-Korean conflict as their central focus, instead attending to the context 

surrounding figures of suffering such as Rodney King and Latasha Harlins and the protest 

strategies and cultural production of Black communities during the time period.51 One of the 

goals of my project—in examining the imagined space of the Asian-owned convenience store—

is to analyze how these spaces bear and transform the legacy of this conflict, how cultural 

workers construct Asian American solidarity in the Black liberation struggle and the relative 

racial power of Asianness in an antiblack world.  

 The final grouping of scholarship, and admittedly the most heterogenous in terms of time 

period and primary sources, as well as geographic grounding, is what I am calling studies of 

Asianness in relationship to racial hierarchies of antiblackness, or the relational raciality of 

Asianness. Some of this scholarship focuses on the intersections between Asian coolie labor and 

Black liberatory projects of the nineteenth century,52 while others elucidate the relationships of 

Asianness to the global order of White supremacy and antiblackness.53 What holds this group 
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together in my analysis is these critics’ attention to the racial positioning of Asianness in racial 

hierarchies—the relational racialization of Asianness. In studies of relational racialization 

beyond that of Blackness and Asianness, Tiffany Lethabo King, Tiya Miles, Jared Sexton, Lisa 

Marie Cacho, and many others offer perspectives on Black-Native relationality, multi-racialism, 

and Black-Latinx relationality, respectively. Although my project focuses on cultural artifacts 

produced by Asian- and Black-identified writers, artists, and collaborations, it is not my intention 

to erase or ignore Native American, Indigenous, and Latinx peoples and other racialized groups. 

The roots of racism are intertwined at every turn, and though I do not have the space or ability to 

speak meaningfully to Indigenous or Latinx experiences in my project, this work is attuned to the 

branching behaviors of the racial structures I examine that brush against these racial groups, 

from movements for Native Hawaiian sovereignty to the construction of Japanese American 

incarceration camps on stolen Native land. 

Relational approaches to understanding racialization highlight that no racialized group is 

independent from another and that all life is shaped by its relationship to antiblack structures. 

Comparative approaches to the study of racialization have been challenged for reifying racial 

categories through their comparisons, assuming that there is something commensurable between 

the grammar and experiences of racialized groups, and focusing on horizontal difference and 

solidarity, rather than on vertical hierarchies of racial power. This type of comparative approach 

precludes an understanding of racialized categories or ontologies as incommensurable and thus 

an understanding of racialized hierarchies of the (in)Human that articulates the 

incommensurability of antiblackness. 

 By thinking with opacities and refusal of visibility, my research embraces the 

incommensurability of difference and names those very differences as a ground of solidarity. 
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Thus, as Asian American politics absconds from visibility and allies itself with Black demands 

for liberation, these articulations of Asianness in solidarity become opaque to the racist state. 

Theorists of the verticality of relational racialization have clearly articulated a call for Asianness 

to pursue collaborations with the Black liberation struggle that renders Asianness opaque—not 

easily representable as such in the given racial structures. My project seeks to elaborate on this 

by examining film and television—in popular discourse, the terrain of many assertions of the 

need for more transparent Asian American representation—and to offer an alternate narrative of 

Asianness in its onscreen opacity and visuality. 

Coolie Afterlives 

 My project’s construction of the contemporary moment is informed by the relationship of 

two figures: the Asian American Immigrant and the Coolie. I capitalize these terms to denote 

them as products of political imaginaries that shape—but are distinct from—the lived 

experiences of post-1965 Asian American immigrants and Asian coolie laborers. This project 

follows the traces of Coolie afterlives throughout Asian American contemporary media, from the 

first chapter’s discussion of the city’s coolie futures as instantiated in the convenience store to 

the final chapter’s consideration of the freeway’s racial infrastructure and its connection to Asian 

laborers and transcontinental railroad projects. By surfacing the afterlives of the Coolie in Asian 

American culture, this project complicates assimilationist formations of Asian American politics 

that center the figure of the Asian American, post-1965 immigrant to the exclusion of other 

Asian American figures—such as the Coolie—that point to the deep imbrication of Asianness 

with structures of antiblackness. It is essential to recognize how the Asian Immigrant and Coolie 

figures are presented in culture to reinforce the visuality of antiblackness, with the figure of the 
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Immigrant pointing to a telos of hegemonic progress toward visibility and assimilation and the 

Coolie pointing to Asian fugitivity, opacity, and relational imbrication in plantations past and 

future. 

 Exploring the afterlives of the Coolie opens space for theorizing the intimacies of 

Asianness and Blackness. Such work is indebted to Black feminist scholars Saidiya Hartman and 

Christina Sharpe, whose studies of the afterlives of slavery and the Black life “in the wake” of 

the Middle Passage articulate the ways in which the figure of the Slave bears on contemporary 

Black liberation struggles.54 These theories of the afterlives of slavery and the nonlinear circuits 

of history open a way for a reimagining of the Coolie and the afterlives of indenture. Scholar Tao 

Leigh Goffe examines Caribbean intimacies of Afro-Asian families through photography, 

arguing that the lack of photographic evidence of Chinese indentured coolie life is a “lacuna 

[that]…should be troubled rather than filled,” which she does through an analysis of Afro-Asian 

visual artists’ experimentation with family portraits.55 Noting that Coolie afterlives are not 

identical or commensurable to the afterlives of slavery, Nalini Mohabir investigates the visual 

archives of Indo-Caribbean indenture and also turns to contemporary visual artists whose work 

“suggest[s] subjectivities that offer a visual alternative to the archive” and existences beyond the 

confines of the plantation.56 Explorations of Coolie afterlives bring rich consideration of Afro-

Asian intimacies in relation, beyond the limits of archives and the visible, offering a ground to 

articulate Asian American fugitivity and invisibility, as Goffe urges, not as lacuna that must be 

filled, but as productive spaces for imagining otherwise, outside of plantation futures.  
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The Asian American Immigrant is a vexed figure in Asian Americanist critique. Lisa 

Lowe, in examining the fields of Asian, Asian American, and American studies, notes that “the 

epistemological assumptions of fields that take as their objects a particular area, whether defined 

as a regional, cultural, national, or racialized community, are called into question by the ‘new’ 

object ‘Asian immigrant’ or ‘Asian American.’”57 Lowe, writing in 2001, asks whether the figure 

of the post-1965 Asian immigrant will disrupt and shift these aforementioned disciplines, or 

whether the disciplines will “‘renationalize’ in the fixing and domestication of the Asian 

immigrant as an object of study, leaving their disciplinary paradigms, and the national ontology 

they maintain, substantially unrevised.”58 Taking up the contemporary national geographies 

unsettled by the Asian immigrant, as Lowe describes, my project investigates this figure, but 

links the racialization of the contemporary Asian American not only to the post-1965 Immigrant 

figure, but to the Asian Coolie figure racialized during the age of emancipation in North 

American plantation economies. 

Thus, one of the interventions in the discourse of Asian American studies that my 

argument makes is not to confine the Coolie figure solely to historical studies of the past, but to 

investigate how the Coolie shapes our contemporary moment.59 Understanding the politics of 

Asian Americanness solely through the diasporic Immigrant figure who arrived post-1965 
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impoverishes our theorization of Asianness and the insulating role that Asianness is cast to play 

in “new world” racial hierarchies because it does not allow a full encompassing of the Coolie 

figure, despite the fact that many of the anti-Asian tropes of racialization we still see today were 

created and maintained during the time of Asian coolie labor. A deeper theorization of Asian 

American racialization that attends to the Coolie as well as the Immigrant also maps Asian 

racialization in North America as fundamentally underpinned by a positioning as intermediary 

insulator in a racial hierarchy to maintain white supremacy and abject Blackness.  

Asian American critics and historians have turned to the Coolie as a means to rethinking 

the relationship of Asian American racialization to global hierarchies of race. Moon-Ho Jung 

argues in Coolies and Cane for a re-conceptualizing of Asian American history as shaped by 

racialized Coolie migrant labor, and not (only) through the figure of the Immigrant and 

assimilationism.60 Asian coolies were brought to North America, South America, the Caribbean, 

and colonized geographies across the globe in large numbers after Black emancipatory 

movements threatened the racial capitalist structures of the plantation economy. We must 

understand emancipation in the U.S. and in nearby colonial plantation economies, according to 

Lowe, not as a progressive reform, but as a direct response to the threat and reality of Black 

liberatory violence.61 As Black rebellions threatened the existing systems of slavery, the 

Settler/Master class acceded to emancipation with the hopes of quelling Black rebellion.  

These plantation Master classes also began to invest in schemes to import Asian coolies, 

with the explicit goal of creating an intermediary racialized group between Blacks and Whites, a 

group that would be both compliant to Whiteness and insulated from Blackness and the Black 
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demand for ontological freedom. Frederick Douglass’s contemporaneous analysis condemned 

this racial positioning tactic, saying, 

In the vigorous efforts now making to import Coolies from China—a kind of Asiatic 

slave trade—with a view to supplant the black laborer in the South, in the unwillingness 

to allow the negro to own land in the determination to exclude him from profitable trades 

and callings, there is clearly seen the purpose to crush our spirits, to cripple our enterprise 

and doom us to a condition of destitution and degradation below all other people in 

America.62 

Douglass’s perspective on coolieism clearly denounces it as a tactic in a movement to ensure 

Black abjection, despite ostensible emancipation. Coolies, as a legally free but racialized 

workforce, would not be positioned in abjection such that their demands for freedom might 

overthrow the existing order, as the Black enslaved and formerly enslaved were. They were 

strategically positioned in the post-emancipation U.S. as “immigrants” and as proximate to 

whiteness to quell fears that  importing coolies to supplement the Black labor population would 

become another version of slavery, creating another population (coolies) whose freedom would 

demand abolition of the existing white supremacist order.63 Lowe notes that coolies in the British 

“Trinidad Experiment” were introduced as “so-called free laborers” precisely “at the critical time 

of slave emancipation… [when] they would occupy an intermediary position within this 

governmentality in which the colonized joined the universally human through development of 

ethical, political, and economic freedom.”64 Thus, the threat to the Western Human order posed 

by the Slave and the possibility of the Slave’s epistemic rebellion to erase the Human order 

would not be recapitulated by the Asian Coolie, who was granted (limited) freedom and 

inclusion in the Human as an insulator against the demands of Blackness.  
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My project explores the emplaced resonances of the Coolie and the Immigrant in 

contemporary racial structures, both built structures and social structures. The Coolie and the 

Immigrant figure are imagined in narratives to inhabit very different terrains—the Immigrant is 

placed in urban and late-20th, early-21st century spaces, while the Coolie is imagined in spaces 

such as turn-of-the-century railroad camps and southern and Caribbean planation contexts. By 

exploring how the Coolie haunts spaces (convenience stores, college campuses) typically 

imagined through the Immigrant, my project asks that we expand our narratives around these 

spaces and the racial relationships they crystalize, sharpening the liberatory vision of Asianness. 

Though the Coolie figure was allowed to access the Human category through the dominant 

imagination of the Coolie as fulfilling a role as an insulating space against the force of Black 

liberatory violence and revolution, in practice, members of those groups formed coalitions and 

improvisational communities, despite the barriers placed between them. As Jung and Lowe note, 

Asian coolies did ally themselves with Black populations against the Master class, aiding labor 

strikes, or simply absconding from their contracted places of labor, as many of the coolies that 

Jung describes did, disappearing themselves from the racialized hierarchy they were brought to 

reinforce.65 This unruliness and fugitive movement inspires my project’s investigation of 

experimental, fugitive, and otherwise formations of Asian American feminist politics and 

visuality in contemporary media.  

Vexed Spaces 

 Bringing together Asian American novels with serial television and film, this project 

investigates the geographies that form Asian American politics and solidarities. Breaking such 

 
65 Jung, Coolies and Cane: Race, Labor, and Sugar in the Age of Emancipation, 8, 160. 
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works out of medium-specific silos opens ground for imagining the congruences and divergences 

between these cultural productions that shape and reflect Asian American racialization. In 

investigating the capacities of the novel and screen media to (de)construct racial categories, of 

chief concern to my analysis is the differential ways in which each negotiate visuality, space, and 

racial politics. Culture can work to either secure or unmoor racial hierarchies, whether it be in 

cinema, fiction, or serial television. Rather than contrasting cinematic texts with the novel 

through a simple word/image schism or a progressive narrative where the novel gives birth to the 

cinematic, I am interested in how depictions of space operate in excess of the prescribed 

meanings, narratives, and plots. 

Chapter 1, “The Convenience Store: The City’s Coolie Future,” turns to the Asian-owned 

convenience store to route my exploration of the legacies of urban Black-Korean conflict on 

screen and in fiction. I place these works in the context of Katherine McKittrick’s theorization of 

urban plantation futures and describe the coolie futures formed in Asian-Black urban 

relationality. My analysis of Black-Korean urban conflict is grounded by the figure of Latasha 

Harlins, the 15-year-old Black girl who was shot by Soon Ja Du in Du’s L.A. convenience store 

in 1991. This chapter examines how screen media summon and reroute this moment in attempts 

to process how Asian Americans perpetrate and are shaped by antiblackness. 

This chapter frames the depictions of urban neighborhoods and relationships of Black 

residents and Korean shopkeepers through Chang-Rae Lee’s canonical Asian American novel 

Native Speaker and Spike Lee’s film Do the Right Thing (1989). I read the silences and 

invisibilities of the Asian American characters, in particular the corporate-spy narrator, as 

offering a depiction of Asianness as invisible and Asian American politics as framed by 

invisibility due to a totalizing Black-white binary. The novel ambivalently offers visibility and 
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recognition as the corrective for these silences, as recognition proves harmful to the most 

vulnerable—Asian undocumented migrants who are deported due to the reporting of the narrator. 

Bringing this novel alongside Do the Right Thing, I analyze the Bed-Stuy block’s mis en scéne 

and the meaningful ways in which the two stores—Sal’s Famous Pizzeria and the Korean grocer 

across the street—frame each other and the characters. I read the re-framing of the Korean 

characters as offering a vision of Asian Americans attempting to articulate themselves on a 

ground of solidarity with Black liberation through opacity and refusal, hesitant and partial as it 

may be.   

Moving to contemporary cinematic media, I examine how a new generation of artists has 

taken up and attempted to transform this ambivalent legacy of solidarity and conflict in the series 

Kim’s Convenience (2016-2021) and the film Gook (2017). Kim’s Convenience erases the Black 

geographies of the Toronto neighborhood that emplaces the titular store, articulating those 

geographies as uninhabitable for the series’ Korean family. Instead, its geography offers a 

multiculturalist vision of the city that flattens incommensurable difference into neoliberal 

diversity. Gook (2017), set during the first day of the 1992 Los Angeles Uprising, attempts to 

address issues of Asian American solidarity with Blackness more directly, yet that solidarity is 

predicated on the suffering and sacrifice of the Black girl Kamilla who anchors the film, her 

figure recalling the killing of Latasha Harlins.  

Seeking forms of solidarity that do not rely on the suffering of Black women and girls, I 

look to Black and Asian American feminist visions of the city rooted in flourishing, rather than 

suffering. I find these in the experimental short documentary A Love Song for Latasha (2019) 

and the photographic praxis of the character Janet from Kim’s Convenience. Following Katherine 

McKittrick’s assertion that “if we pursue the links between practices of domination and black 
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women’s experiences in place, we see that black women’s geographies are lived, possible, and 

imaginable,” I pursue feminist visions of the city as an experimental, possible, inhabitable 

geography.66 

 Chapter 1 argues that prevailing binary frameworks of Asian American onscreen 

in/visibility function to maintain Asianness in support of racialized hierarchies of power, to the 

extent that such frameworks lack a robust analysis of the ways in which Asian American 

in/visibility discourse contributes to antiblack structures of oppression. Instead, I undertake an 

exploration of the subversive power of Asian opacity—a refusal of the in/visibility binary 

discourse and a fugitive embrace of illegibility to the state and systems of racial power. My 

argument theorizes an Asianness that does not strive for inclusion and representation in the 

current structures maintained by racial violence, but refuses the framework of visibility 

altogether, turning instead to Asian American and Black feminist visions of the city as a site of 

flourishing and life.  

Chapter 2 continues this line of inquiry examining the ground of Black-Asian solidarity, 

this time on the college campus. This chapter, “The Campus: Sitcoms, Seriality, and Race,” 

locates the college campus, through the series Dear White People (2017-2021) and Grown-ish 

(2018-present), as another node on an ever-expanding carceral geography. If convenience stores 

are sites of property theft and increased surveillance and policing of Black and Brown bodies, 

college grounds with their campus police or security forces are also invested in physically and 

socially disciplining both students and surrounding communities. The debt structure of higher 

education itself functions as a disciplining agent as well, ensuring students servicing increasingly 

insurmountable mountains of debt will conform to market and social norms. This chapter looks 
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to the historical context of student activism for ethnic studies and the contemporary context of 

recent court cases challenging affirmative action (Harvard v. Students for Fair Admissions, 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill v. Students for Fair Admissions), naming them as 

serial phenomena. This chapter also addresses the politics of student protest and inter-racial 

coalitions of solidarity. Both series feature prominent story arcs of student protest against 

institutional injustice, offering insights into Black-Asian campus relationships and imagined 

possibilities for protest and revolutionary movements to create change.  

 Though Asian American students are a powerful presence on college campuses, and 

though the model minority imbrication of Asianness and higher education is an important aspect 

of Asian American racialization, few works of Asian American culture and media focus on the 

experiences of Asian American students on campus. Thus, this chapter looks to two Black-led 

campus series to examine how Asian American students are imagined to exist in serial collusion 

with Black campus protest and liberation.  

While TV studies has generated important work on the poetics of seriality, the 

predominant engagement with race and seriality in this field is in how race is represented 

onscreen, rather than how race structures serial possibilities. But these serial poetics of TV are 

animated by racial structures. Racial imaginaries underpin the foundational situations that 

characters find themselves in, the crises or disequilibriums that occur, and the possibilities of 

returning to equilibrium that are available to them. I intervene in serial narrative studies and 

television studies’ theorization of seriality as primarily formed by capitalist relations, which 

thereby disavows the importance of racial structures to seriality. I argue that the serialized nature 

of heteropatriarchal and racial structures is reflected (and perhaps at times subverted) in the TV 
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sitcom format. In this way I trace the importance of seriality to the maintenance of racial 

hierarchies and an understanding of serial narrativity to the abolition of such structures.   

Racist narratives are serial formations, and this seriality of race is reflected and refracted 

onscreen in these two campus series. While some serial TV is comfortable in and reliant on a 

movement toward equilibrium and narrative continuance, many other series strain against the 

patterns of seriality in which they perpetuate themselves, subverting, undermining, and refusing 

returns to narrative equilibrium, as, I argue, Dear White People does. Thus, Chapter 2 

investigates the ways in which campus TV series experiments with seriality, which can help us 

picture how to transform serial narratives of Asianness and Blackness in our culture. How TV 

series play with and challenge seriality offers visions into how the seriality of race can be 

creatively challenged. 

Chapter 3 looks to the freeway as it curves through Asian American feminist road 

narratives. This chapter, “The Freeway: Racial Infrastructure and Asian Americans on the 

Road,” examines films and novels that center on the space of the road, expanding the road genre 

beyond those that depict road trips to include works that picture resistance and misuse of the 

freeway space. As a space of transit and a circuit of movement, the freeway has long been a zone 

for imagining freedom and constraint, as in the road film genre. Urban freeways have also been 

tools of displacement, as urban renewal projects of the ‘60s and ‘70s laid roads cutting through 

racialized neighborhoods in cities across the country. I connect these large-scale infrastructure 

projects animated by the logic of national defense to the construction of the transcontinental 

railroad and the labor of Asian bodies to construct it, theorizing the imbrication of Asian 

Americans and racial infrastructure. Asian coolie laborers resisted such projects through fugitive 

movement and community building, and, a century later, Asian American feminists stood in 
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solidarity with Native Hawaiians against the construction of the destructive H-3 Highway, routed 

over sacred land. My analysis points to the role Asian Americanness is cast in as racial 

infrastructure, with capacity both as a conduit and blockage for the force of U.S. colonial 

projects and white supremacy. 

 In excavating the importance of the road to Asian American cultural production, I follow 

scholars in theorizing the imagined space of the road as a metonym for the nation itself. While 

some Asian American narratives formed around relationships to the road—Roads and Bridges 

(2000) and Mississippi Masala (1991), for example—envision the space as one that leads to 

integration and assimilation into the U.S. empire state, I turn to Asian American feminist road 

narratives that reject or misuse the freeway, forming fugitive routes that resist assimilation and 

assert Asian American politics shaped by opacities and generative refusal, in solidarity with the 

freedom of marginalized communities. Examining the road film Strawberry Fields (1997), I read 

the protagonist Irene’s ambivalent relationship to the road as an ambivalent relationship to the 

nation itself, especially as a site of memories of Japanese American incarceration that haunt her 

family. Irene seeks Asian American feminist ways of being otherwise through unruly, fugitive 

movement. In Karen Tei Yamashita’s magical realist novel Tropic of Orange, the Los Angeles 

freeway is the site of a spectacular crash that stops flows of movement and allows for the 

creation of an alternative community of unhoused people in abandoned vehicles. The Asian 

American characters in the novel, from the unhoused man who conducts traffic as a symphony to 

the young Japanese American TV producer Emi, render themselves opaque to the state as they 

practice solidarity with the marginalized and unhoused, refusing, misusing, and perversely 

enjoying the freeway space. As they join in remaking the freeway, the novel offers a vision of 

Asian American politics as itself a crash and an obstacle, an opacity that blocks the re-inscription 
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of the highway space as enabling the flows of the nation, and instead finding fugitive community 

in the imaginative misuse of the road. 

Through analysis of these three sites, my research articulates patterns in which Asian 

American culture imagines possibilities for Asianness as ally and accomplice to movements in 

solidarity toward shared and mutually constitutive liberation. Through these spaces, I connect 

Asian American geographies to those of the greater racial infrastructure that emplaces Asianness. 

As such, this study contributes to Asian Americanist critique, TV studies, and film studies by 

illuminating the relationality of Asianness and Blackness. This research also contributes to the 

critical understanding of popular cinematic and narrative genres and serial poetics, positing racial 

structures as essential to the maintenance of such genres. Finally, this project illuminates the 

failures of visibility and representational politics in Asian American discourses and instead traces 

experimental, radical, and fugitive formations of Asianness in popular media.  

I argue that to understand Asian American racialization, it is essential that we examine 

the relationality of Asianness to Blackness. This relationship is relevant to our contemporary 

moment, as we see the conjunctions of police violence against Black Americans, the 2021 killing 

of Asian spa workers in Atlanta, the rhetoric around anti-Asian violence, and the movements of 

solidarity to protest racial violence against Black and Asian Americans. My research attempts to 

apprehend these violences while also considering what grows beyond, around, and despite them: 

habitable geographies of solidarity. Through medium-specific readings of the spatialization of 

racial hierarchies in the convenience store, the campus, and the freeway, possibilities emerge to 

theorize an Asian American politics centered on resisting and subverting hierarchies of white 

supremacy and antiblackness, rather than assimilating to a multiculturalism that maintains them. 
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The feminist visions this project engages with offer Black-Asian solidarity toward shared 

liberation, rather than assimilation and representation. These visions insist that we attend to 

fugitivity and experimentation, refuse representation in racist schema, and instead re-envision the 

spaces that emplace us and the grounds of solidarity, seeking solidarity rooted in shared visions 

of flourishing. And following this Asian American and Black feminist call to rethink visibility, I 

turn to Asian American fugitivity, opacity, and experimentalism, and theorize these modes as 

resistant to neoliberal regimes of representation. Instead, these are spaces in which we can 

productively imagine otherwise, rather than integrating or assimilating ourselves to the modes of 

representation available in mainstream culture. And even in popular and mainstream 

productions, this project finds moments of experimentation, resistance, and opacity that offer a 

vision of how we can be together and be in solidarity, remaking our worlds. These moments 

open space for new growth, re-envisioning, and re-imagining the perspective of Asianness on 

this future—looking not as an outsider to a Black-white binary, but as one positioned to collude 

and conspire in toppling racial hierarchies.  

My project works to apprehend Asian American literature and culture not through 

essentialist identity politics, but as a complex political formation in relation. In drawing together 

a diverse collection of cultural productions across film, TV, and literature, I want to plumb the 

spaces between visibility and the visual coding of racialized bodies as representation and the 

experimental doing of Asian American feminist politics, our subversive movements, our 

impossibilities, our imagining of Asian American geographies as a practice of solidarity and 

liberation.   
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CHAPTER 1: THE CONVENIENCE STORE: THE CITY’S COOLIE FUTURE 

 

…a cosmic imagination is possible today, one that embraces what Édouard Glissant has 

called the “poetics of Relation”: a mobile, fugitive perception of the interconnectedness 

of all things, which does not insist upon a universal system of commensuration, but 

instead allows for every thing’s right to opacity. 

—Kara Keeling, Queer Times, Black Futures 

The tinkle of the bell as the glass door is pulled open, the whoosh of air-conditioning 

spilling onto the sidewalk. The fluorescent lights glinting on aisles of potato chips and dusty 

cans. The checkout counter, the bulletproof glass. The walls of coolers, the surveillance cameras, 

the ruler painted by the door to identify the height of any fleeing person. An altar high in the 

corner, the smell of cigarettes, maybe mixed with joss sticks or kimchi. These evocative 

everyday spaces are called different things across regions: the corner store, the convenience 

store, the liquor store, the quick mart, the bodega. Such Asian-owned convenience stores are 

often presented as urban zones of encounter between Asianness and Blackness, both in fiction 

and in reality, and the space sets a certain narrative constellation of paradigmatic relations in 

motion, as neighborhood customers browse the aisles and Asian checkout clerks watch from 

behind the counter. These zones have also been sites of contestation of the meanings of race in a 

changing U.S. landscape. Grounding my analysis of histories and depictions of Black-Korean 

urban conflict (with the flashpoints of the 1992 L.A. Uprising and early ‘90s boycotts of Korean-

owned businesses in NYC) is the figure of Latasha Harlins, the fifteen-year-old Black girl who 

was killed by Soon Ja Du in Du’s L.A. liquor store in 1991. This chapter examines how 

cinematic media understands and processes this moment of gratuitous violence and the ways in 

which onscreen narratives summon and reroute the space in which this violence occurred in 
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attempts to apprehend its meaning for the relationships between Asian Americanness and 

antiblackness in urban spaces on both coasts. This imagined space of the Asian-owned 

convenience store is an ambivalent place: the site of Asian immigrant dreams, Harlins’s murder, 

and proliferating carceral technologies of surveillance. Onscreen constructions of these spaces 

bear and transform the legacy of Black-Korean urban conflict and work to form new ways of 

imagining Asian American collaboration and solidarity with Black liberation. 

Chapter 1 begins by examining the history and critical discourse surrounding Black-

Asian urban conflict, including the perspectives of both Black studies and Asian American 

studies in regard to the 1992 L.A. Uprising and the early 1990s N.Y.C. boycotts of Asian-owned 

small businesses. Next, this chapter turns to the imagined space of the convenience store in the 

early ‘90s, analyzing the spatial depictions of the small groceries in Native Speaker (1996) and 

the Korean-owned Fruit-and-Vegetable Delight of Do the Right Thing (1989). These works 

frame an emerging tension between two articulations of Asian American politics in its 

relationality to Blackness. One formation seeks a politics of visibility and recognition as a 

corrective to the invisibility of Asian Americans in political and social discourse, including the 

putative erasure of Asian Americans through a limiting Black-white binary. An alternative 

formation of Asian American politics, offered ambivalently in Do the Right Thing, draws from a 

deeper antagonism to racist state and social structures. The Asianness glimpsed here centers on 

refusal, opacity, and radical solidarity with Black liberation.  

Third, this chapter moves to two contemporary screen media, the television series Kim’s 

Convenience (2016-2021) and the film Gook (2017), which return to the convenience store and 

negotiate the meaning of this legacy for a new generation. These contemporary productions 

attempt to transform that legacy and create grounds for Black-Asian solidarity. But I find that 
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those very solidarities are still often predicated on figures of Black suffering that awaken the 

solidarity of Asian American characters. Seeking forms of solidarity that do not rely on Black 

suffering and death to animate them, I find possibilities in Black and Asian American feminist 

visions—rather than, say, visibility—that reimagine the grounds of the city and re-envision what 

solidarity can look like, rooted in common visions of flourishing, rather than suffering. 

The cultural productions this chapter takes up bracket the killing of Latasha Harlins, with 

Do the Right Thing released in 1989 picturing the role of Asian immigrants in U.S. racial 

geographies through the perspective of a fictional Black block in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn, 

and Chang-Rae Lee’s Native Speaker, published in 1995, influenced by the shockwaves her 

killing sent through Black and Asian American communities. The Asian-owned convenience 

store has remained a cultural touchstone for imagining an onscreen Asianness in relationship 

with urban Black and dispossessed geographies, as the contemporary sitcom Kim’s Convenience 

and the film Gook reveal. I pull these fictional geographies of Korean-owned convenience stores 

together as a route to examine how popular culture imagines Black-Asian solidarities. I find in 

these spaces both carceral geographies and fugitive, experimental spacemaking that dwells in 

opacity, rendering an alternate vision of Asianness in relationship to Black liberation.   

This opacity operates in variance from binary formulations of Asian American 

in/visibility, which maintain an Asianness in support of racialized hierarchies of power, white 

supremacy, and antiblackness. Discourses surrounding Asian American invisibility locate the 

quantity and quality of media representation (for example, social media activism such as 

#StarringJohnCho and #StarringConstanceWu concern the quantity and types of roles available 

to Asian American male-identified actors) as a central vector of oppression for Asian Americans. 

The other pole of this binary is Asian American visibility, which is often posited as the corrective 
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for invisibility. Increased and increasingly diverse types of Asian American media representation 

are heralded as the means for undoing harmful erasure and stereotypes of Asianness. What this 

in/visibility binary often lacks, though, is a robust analysis of the ways in which Asian American 

in/visibility discourse contributes to antiblack structures of oppression. If we are to understand 

Asianness in its full relationality to Blackness, then we must attend to how in/visibility 

discourses operate in relationship to the racialization of Blackness as hypervisible and the 

strategies—including fugitivity and opacity—that Black artists and theorists have employed to 

subvert such hypervisibility. Turning from the limiting in/visibility binary, I undertake an 

exploration of the subversive power of Asian American opacity—a refusal of the in/visibility 

binary discourse and an embrace of illegibility to the state and systems of racial power. My 

argument—by tracing the spatialization of Asian-owned convenience stores onscreen and in 

fiction— theorizes possibilities in an Asian American politics that does not strive for inclusion 

and representation in the current structures maintained by racial violence, but refuses the 

framework of visibility altogether.  

Coolie Futures 

There may not seem to be many congruences between a Quik Mart and a plantation, but 

to understand the racial geography that animates relationships in the Asian-owned convenience 

store one must have plantation logics in view. The convenience store is part of an urban space 

that exists in what Katherine McKittrick calls a plantation future, “a conceptualization of time-

space that tracks the plantation toward the prison and the impoverished and destroyed city 

sectors and, consequently, brings into sharp focus the ways the plantation is an ongoing locus of 
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antiblack violence and death.”1 McKittrick asserts that the migratory idea of the plantation—

existing across space and time—continues to condition Black life and—in her particular 

analysis—urban spaces, with plantation logics ushering in the modern and making what the 

European colonizers had previously seen as uninhabitable lands possible.2 Still, the planation 

future of the urban corner store also holds within it the living-otherwise possibilities of the 

resistance engendered by the enslaved living under plantation oppression. In understanding 

Asian-owned convenience stores as part of the landscape of a planation future, the Asian coolie 

figure—brought to the U.S. South and Caribbean plantations after Black emancipation and 

imagined by the white planter class as a docile labor pool to insulate them from the force of 

continued Black demands for liberation—reemerges as an important route to understanding the 

complexities of the relationality of Blackness and Asianness today.  

If we see urban spaces not as removed from a history of the plantation but as a plantation 

future, part of an extension and reimagining of plantation logics stretching through surveilled, 

disinvested, policed, and segregated cities, then the setting of the convenience store comes into 

focus as a part of Asian American coolie futures, a space where Asian migrants and Asian 

Americans are racialized as intermediaries between white capital and Black urban neighborhoods 

and insulators between the demands of Black liberation and the white supremacist Western 

Humanism that defines itself via the abjection of Blackness. Asian-owned convenience stores are 

a node of this plantation future, and the racial geography they inhabit looks very different 

depending on which side of the checkout counter you stand. The space of the Asian-run 

convenience store opens up a narrative about contemporary Asianness in North America as 

 
1 McKittrick, “Plantation Futures,” 2. 

2 McKittrick, "Plantation Futures," 4. 
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deeply implicated in plantation logics, a formation that must hear and heed the call for Black 

liberation and abolition of violent racial structures—the plantation past, present, and future. The 

purpose of this argument is not to castigate Asian American politics for insufficient solidarity 

with Black liberation or to take the coolie future as a given, but to ask how we can use these 

imagined urban spaces to reimagine what Asian Americanness is, how it might function as part 

not only of a global hierarchy of white supremacy and antiblackness, but as part of a global 

abolitionist uprising centered on Black freedom that rejects hierarchies of value and affirms the 

incommensurability and interconnectedness of all life.   

 Theorizing coolie futures reminds us that time is not teleological and that the progression 

of time does not automatically mean that racial hierarchies have changed or improved; the 

plantation is a “persistent but ugly blueprint of our present spatial organization that holds in it a 

new future,” one that does not lead linearly to more and more Black suffering and death, but 

contains the possibilities for abolitionist reimagining of our lifeworlds.3 So to return to the 

plantation—more accurately, to claim that we never left the plantation—is to argue that while 

racial violence and horror condition our everyday lives, while carceral logics hem us in at every 

turn, there are also always the secret life, the possibilities of stealing away, of the fire of 

rebellion, of a future beyond the city’s plantation future.  

“it’s still on”: Black-Asian Urban Conflict 

Convenience stores and Asian-owned small local shops, including liquor stores and green 

grocers, have been positioned in popular culture as paradigmatic sites of Black-Asian (and often, 

specifically, Black-Korean) conflict, from the 1990 Red Apple boycott in New York City to the 

 
3 McKittrick, “Plantation Futures,” 10. 
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L.A. Uprising of 1992 to the 2018 protests at Happy Red Apple Nails. The structural and 

historical underpinnings of these contested urban public zones can be traced back decades, 

arising as a result of neoliberal policies, redlining, and structural antiblackness. The radical 

movements of the ‘60s and ‘70s were responded to with neoconservatism, neoliberal 

globalization, financial deregulation, and multicultural reformism, with white flight, 

suburbanization, and disinvestment, as well as active destruction—as, for example, highways 

were laid, destroying more than 2000 Black neighborhoods in cities across the U.S.—

concentrating poverty and suffering in Black urban neighborhoods.4 These were also the 

neighborhoods in which newly arrived Asian immigrants—after the passage of the 1965 

Immigration Act allowing large-scale Asian immigration for the first time since the 1882 

Chinese Exclusion Act—could afford to buy or rent retail space: groceries, nail salons, liquor 

stores, convenience stores, and other small businesses. Claire Jean Kim’s Bitter Fruit: The 

Politics of Black-Korean Conflict in New York City describes the racial power that accrued 

unevenly to these two oppressed groups, allowing Korean people lines of credit, capital, and the 

ability to start businesses in predominantly Black neighborhoods where the residents 

themselves—through redlining and discriminatory lending practices, as well as the larger legacy 

of antiblack structures—often could not obtain the capital necessary to do the same.5 

Much of the scholarship in Asian American studies prior to Kim’s study focuses 

narrowly on these two racialized groups without attending to the larger structures of racial power 

and White supremacy. Other studies have psychologized the conflict as an emanation of Black 

 
4 Bledsoe, “The Primacy of Anti-Blackness,” 4. 

5 Kim, Bitter Fruit: The Politics of Black-Korean Conflict in New York City, 40. 
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racial hostility or misplaced rage.6 Such analyses of Black protestors’ motivations cast Black 

radical politics as uneducated or “politically selfish” and unwilling to understand the struggles 

and histories of other racialized groups.7 In this way, they propose further education, coalition-

building, and inter-racial understanding as solutions to Black-Asian conflict, reifying Blackness 

as uneducated or ill informed, while often, on the other hand, excusing immigrant Asians for 

their lack of understanding of U.S. racial geographies.8 These analyses reveal their antiblack 

foundational assumptions, but Claire Jean Kim’s study and subsequent works have taken 

seriously the role Asians—and newly arrived immigrant Koreans more specifically—are cast to 

play in antiblack racial structures. The vast majority of works on Black-Asian urban conflict are 

written from the Asian American perspective, indicating the importance of this issue for Asian 

American history and racialization. 

While I focus my study on Korean-owned convenience stores in my inquiry, Korean 

Americans are not the only Asian ethnic or national group to have immigrated and invested in 

small business ownership. Chinese-owned laundromats and dry-cleaning businesses in U.S. 

cities form an earlier archive of settings for interactions among Asian immigrants, Asian 

Americans and the changing North American city.9 One might think of South Asian-owned 

convenience stores and their many depictions in popular culture, the most infamous perhaps 

 
6 See Choy and Kim-Gibson, Sa-I-Gu; Joyce, No Fire Next Time; K. C. Kim, Koreans in the Hood; Park, LA Rising; 

Min, Ethnic Solidarity for Economic Survival; Song, Strange Future. 

7 Nopper, “Strangers to the Economy: Black Work and the Wages of Non-Blackness,” 93. 

8 For more on the disciplining and carceral facets of education, see Chapter 2. 

9 See Hsi Tseng Tsiang’s 1937 novel for a fascinating narrative featuring an interracial romance centered at a 

Chinese laundry in 1930s New York City; Tsiang, And China Has Hands. 



 54 

being The Simpsons’ Apu Nahasapeemapetilon performed in brown voice.10 Though the Korean 

immigrant experience certainly does not encapsulate all Asian American experiences, the 

political category of Asianness in North America has been forged around shared struggles and 

stereotypes—including coolieism, model minority myths, and exoticized orientalism, for 

example. While the particulars of narratives around South Asian-owned convenience stores may 

differ (for example, the difference between a sense of Brownness and East Asian racialization) 

from Korean-owned stores, there are also similarities in regard to racial positioning that can 

speak meaningfully to Asian Americanness as an ontological and political category. 

This shared history among Asian ethnicities includes the Immigration and Nationality 

Act of 1965, which set guidelines and priorities for expanded Asian immigration to the United 

States. This was paralleled by the 1967 adoption in Canada of a points-based immigration policy 

that effectively removed the immigration restrictions put in place by the Canadian 1923 Chinese 

Exclusion Act. These immigration reforms privileged the migration of certain types of Asian 

subjects: those with relatives in or ties to the U.S. and those with special skills or education. And 

even before the post-1965 wave of Asian immigration, East Asian, Southeast Asian, and South 

Asian workers were brought—often against their will—to the Americas as indentured coolie 

labor. Chinese coolies, for example, were sought to work on sugarcane plantations in Jamaica or 

railroad construction in the U.S. West, and South Asian coolies were transported across the globe 

to British colonies and protectorates. Though the specific patterns of migration were distinct, 

both East Asian and South Asian coolie labor was sought after the emancipation of the Black 

enslaved, as the planter class pursued new forms of forced labor to continue colonial exploitation 

 
10 Davé, Indian Accents: Brown Voice and Racial Performance in American Television and Film. See Punching at 

the Sun (2006), for an example of the South Asian narratives around urban convenience stores and the relationship 

of the Asian protagonists to Blackness. 
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and extraction.11 These varied coolie routes put Asian racialization—both Brown and yellow—in 

direct relationship with the drive to reassert white supremacy in the wake of emancipation and 

the threat of Black liberatory violence. For this study I confine my analysis to Korean-owned 

convenience stores in popular culture, a rich and troubling archive, because of their importance 

to my community as a Korean American, the high profile such locations have been granted in 

studies of the relationships between Asianness and Blackness in North American urban spaces, 

and the impact of the killing of Latasha Harlins by a Korean shop-owner on the cultural memory 

of that community and Asian American politics writ large.  

While scholarship in Asian American studies surrounding the L.A. Uprisings and Black-

Korean urban conflict in the ‘90s generally seeks the causes of such conflict with an aim to 

preventing it in the future, scholarship in Black studies approaching the L.A. Uprising, for 

example, often focuses differently. Such scholarship attends to the context surrounding figures of 

suffering such as Rodney King and Latasha Harlins and the protest strategies and cultural 

production of Black communities during the time period.12 While Rodney King’s name is 

perhaps more well-known and the violence against him is more often named in enumerating the 

causes of the L.A. Uprising, many have asserted the importance of the murder of Harlins and 

refused the erasure of Black women from narratives around protest, in a pattern similar to that of 

the 2016 and 2020 Black Lives Matter uprisings and the #SayHerName movement. Brenda 

Stevenson’s scholarship, in particular, works at the intersection of class, race, and gender as she 

 
11 See Lowe, The Intimacies of Four Continents; Jung, Coolies and Cane for an insightful analysis of the importance 

of the coolie figure to Asian American racialization; Varma, Coolies of Capitalism for further discussion of post-

emancipation coolie plantation labor in Assam; Wickramasinghe, Slave in a Palanquin offers an exploration of the 

imbrications of enslavement, race, and coolieism in the Indian Ocean; Young, Alien Nation gives a history of 

Chinese coolie migration in the U.S. 

12 See Johnson, KJLH-FM and the Los Angeles Riots of 1992; Stevenson, The Contested Murder of Latasha Harlins. 
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examines three key figures in the death of Latasha Harlins: Harlins herself; Soon Ja Du, the 

Korean shop owner who killed her; and Joyce Karlin, the judge in the trial of Du.13  

Also reflecting Latasha Harlins’s legacy are hip-hop responses such as Ice Cube’s “Black 

Korea” and Tupac Shakur’s tracks “Hellrazor” and “Keep Ya Head up.” In “Hellrazor,” Tupac 

raps, “Dear Lord, if you hear me, tell me why/ A little girl like Latasha had to die/ She never got 

to see the bullet, just heard the shot.” He continues, “When I saw it on the news how she bucked 

the girl, killed Latasha/ Now I’m just screaming fuck the world.”14 Tupac’s poetry succinctly 

captures a radical ethic that empowered the L.A. Uprising: any world that could let young 

Latasha Harlins be killed in such a manner, any world that would allow her killer to go free with 

probation, is a world that deserves to burn. “Keep Ya Head Up,” Tupac’s ode to Black 

womanhood, is dedicated to Latasha Harlins and asserts “it’s still on” in reference to the L.A. 

Uprising on the title card of the music video. The crooning chorus sample of the Five Stairsteps 

on the track cries, “Ooh, child, things are gonna get easier/ Ooh, child, things’ll get brighter.”15 

In centering the importance of misogynoir in Latasha’s murder and the L.A. Uprising more 

generally, what Tupac and Stevenson remind us is that racial violence is always already 

gendered, and that Black rebellion against these plantation futures is an act of love. 

While an important touchstone to both Black and Asian American histories, the L.A. 

Uprising is often discussed in widely divergent ways in Asian American and Black studies. One 

key divergence is the emphasis placed in Asian Americanist scholarship on the limits of Black-

white binarism and the insistence on viewing Asian Americans as victims of the Uprising’s 

 
13 Stevenson, The Contested Murder of Latasha Harlins: Justice, Gender, and the Origins of the LA Riots. 

14 Shakur, “Hellrazor.” 

15 Shakur, “Keep Ya Head Up.” 
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property destruction. Jared Sexton brings these approaches to Black-Asian conflict in Black and 

Asian American studies together in his examination of the multiracial coalitional politics that 

emerge in the wake of Black revolutions through the case of the L.A. Uprising and the manner in 

which it has been addressed by Asian Americanist critics. Sexton insists that scholarship 

attempting to “expand” or “move beyond” an endemic Black-white binary, as much of the Asian 

Americanist analysis of Black-Korean conflict declares as its purpose, articulate the ethical 

demands that make such a move necessary. What ethical “claims to legitimacy” are produced by 

the demand to move beyond a supposedly endemic Black-white binary?16 In an incisive analysis 

of the slippages in language and logic around class and racial hierarchies in Asian Americanist 

discourses, Sexton argues that the urge to minimize Korean store owners’ role in capitalist 

exploitation  

is symptomatic of an affective difficulty shaping the engagement of Asian American 

intellectuals with the intersection of racial hierarchy and the hierarchy of class society. It 

registers the exertion required for genuinely taking on the involvement of Asian 

Americans, however varied and complex that involvement undoubtedly is, with the 

structure of anti-blackness and the advance of “financialization” on a global scale—not 

only as victims of organized, state-sanctioned violence, but also as agents or, at the very 

least, accomplices.17 

Sexton’s analysis points to the fact that moves by Asian Americanists to “expand” beyond a 

putative Black-white binary are often also moves to absolve Asian Americans of responsibility 

for upholding antiblack, racial capitalist structures, moves to level vertical hierarchies into 

horizontal planes of multiculturalist representation—as the Black-white binary is purported to 

erase Asian Americans—without attention to the deep history of Asianness in North America, 

 
16 Sexton, “Proprieties of Coalition: Blacks, Asians, and the Politics of Policing,” 283. 

17 Sexton, 289. 
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one that is intertwined with Black enslavement and abjection, a coolie future. This imbrication is 

crystallized in the racial geography of the Asian-owned convenience store. 

This reputed “conflict” has been a more significant cultural touchstone for Asian 

American than for Black political formation, as displayed by the amount of Asian American 

scholarship devoted to studying and analyzing the topic. One reason for this lopsidedness in 

critical attention is the fact that negotiating one’s relationship to Blackness in the context of the 

United States is a foundational part of defining the Asian American experience and identity. The 

willingness of Asian Americans to participate in antiblackness is positioned as a liminal gateway 

permitting the racialization of the Asian as properly Human, both by actively participating in and 

passively upholding the antiblack world. 

The explicit or implied ethical imperatives of many studies of Black-Korean conflict 

range from attempting to determine how to avoid future conflicts in a soon-to-be “majority 

minority” nation—values displayed in one scholarly edited volume’s misguided title, No Fire 

Next Time—to developing interracial understanding and political cooperation.18 These studies 

assume that Asian-Black coalition is in and of itself a positive goal to be pursued and that 

conflicts between racialized groups are mistakes to be corrected. In naming this a conflict, these 

studies also position this relationship as resolvable within our current societal structures through 

reform, not an issue whose resolution requires the total transformation of antiblack society, 

which is to say the Human world. Thus, this critical approach to the ethics of non-white political 

collaboration values racial harmony among groups over Black liberation and flattens the uneven 

hierarchy of racial privilege that names Blackness as in-Human. In so doing, this approach 

privileges representational politics—through both political and cultural channels—as the most 

 
18 Joyce, No Fire Next Time: Black-Korean Conflicts and the Future of America’s Cities. 
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valid and acceptable form of protest (often typified by the relative valorization of the “non-

violent” protests and Red Apple boycott in New York City). In addition, this approach views 

destruction of private property (as in the L.A. Uprising) as a misguided and inappropriate form 

of protest. What this view neglects, though, is an understanding of abolitionist destruction—the 

destruction of racist and oppressive institutions and structures—as a step of transformative 

creation—abolition as presence, as Ruth Wilson Gilmore reminds us.19 Instead they view 

destruction and conflict as de facto unacceptable and attempt to create harmony and prevent 

destruction, thus refusing transformation in favor of reform. 

In examining the imagined space of the Asian-owned convenience store, I analyze how 

these spaces bear and transform the legacy of this conflict, how culture constructs the solidarities 

of Asian American politics in the Black liberation struggle, and the relative racial power of 

Asianness in an antiblack world. I argue that, through cinematic depictions of the convenience 

store, Asian opacity and refusal of visibility creates a radical feminist Asian American vision, a 

way of imagining our lifeworlds and relationality predicated not on visibility to racial hierarchies 

of power but on our visions of and for each other.  

Framing Asian Americans in the ‘90s  

To peer through the windows of various depictions of Asian-owned convenience stores is 

to explore the intersections of racialization and spatialization. An Asian clerk or owner stands 

 
19 Gilmore, “Making Abolition Geography in California’s Central Valley.” In this interview, RWG lays out three 

foundational statements to her work and organizing. The first is this: “abolition requires that we change one thing, 

which is everything. Contemporary prison abolitionists have made this argument for more than two decades. 

Abolition is not absence, it is presence. What the world will become already exists in fragments and pieces, 

experiments and possibilities. So those who feel in their gut deep down anxiety that abolition means knock it all 

down, scorch the earth and start something new, let that go. Abolition is building the future from the present, in all 

of the ways we can.” 
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behind a long counter, separated from the customers and surveilling the store, the shelves, the 

sweating cases of cold beverages. It is an everyday, non-iconic space where daily necessities—

water, medicine, tampons—can be purchased, along with the pleasurable items that might make 

life a bit more bearable. The space structures how people act in it—moving through aisles, 

standing in line. Works of literature and film at the beginning of the 1990s featured Asian-owned 

convenience stores as they processed the fraught nature of the place of Asian Americans in the 

dispossessed urban center, from Brooklyn to South Central L.A. The gratuitous killing of 

Latasha Harlins, the 1992 L.A. Uprising against antiblack police brutality, the concomitant 

destruction of Korean-owned small businesses in L.A., the oppression of Black communities, 

and the boycotts of Korean-owned businesses in NYC after instances of antiblack racism formed 

the milieu in which these artists attempted to make sense of the racial hierarchies that emplaced 

both Asianness and Blackness. These hierarchies—an urban plantation future—had shifted and 

rematerialized in the wake of the radical movements of the 70s, met with so-called urban renewal 

that gutted and paved over racialized urban communities, the neoliberal re-entrenchment of the 

Reagan era, and “tough on crime” policies.20 Works that put forward a vision of the city—such 

as Native Speaker and Do the Right Thing, both set in New York—offer glimpses of two 

formations of Asian American politics—one focuses on a politics of representation and 

recognition in the city landscape, and another that hints at possibilities for refusing the idea of 

visibility altogether, instead turning to radical alliance with Black liberation.  

The Asian American politics of visibility is demonstrated in the construction of space in 

Native Speaker. In this 1995 novel by Chang-Rae Lee—a canonical Asian American text—the 

 
20 For further discussion of urban renewal policies and highway construction through racialized neighborhoods, see 

Chapter 3. 
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flaneur-like protagonist and narrator, Henry Park, a corporate spy embedded with the N.Y.C. 

mayoral candidate John Kwang, wanders through Queens and experiences the city—and his 

racialization—mainly through language: the flurry of accented English in the immigrant 

neighborhoods he moves through, the white speech pathologist he falls in love with, the inability 

of his Korean immigrant parents to articulate themselves or their feelings toward him. The novel 

is set during the Black boycotts of Korean-owned business in New York City in the early ‘90s, as 

well as being significantly informed by the killing of Latasha Harlins and Black-Korean conflict 

in Los Angeles. In a speech attempting to quell tensions between Black and Korean neighbors, 

the mayoral candidate John Kwang, who Henry is spying on, says, “A young black mother of 

two, Sandra Harlans, is dead. Shot in the back by a Korean shopkeeper. Charles Kim, a Korean-

American college student is also dead. He was overcome by fumes trying to save merchandise in 

the firebombed store of his family.”21 Kwang’s rhetorical parallelism suggests that there is a kind 

of parity between the death of Sandra Harlans—clearly drawing from the historical figure of 

Latasha Harlins but transforming her from a young girl to a mother of two—and Charles Kim’s 

accidental death protecting his family’s property. This parallelism proposes a structural similarity 

between murder and accidental death, between a presumably racially motivated killing and the 

tragic but unintended death of the college student Kim. It suggests that by burning property, 

Black residents are also burning the college-bound futurity of Korean American families.  

Kwang uses these deaths as a springboard to assert that the real problem is “not a black 

problem or a brown and yellow problem,” but a “problem of self-hate.”22 In this way, Kwang 

proposes an understanding of U.S. racisms that is located in individual’s psychologies—their 

 
21 Lee, Native Speaker, 140. 

22 Lee, 140. 
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own “self-hate”—and not in structural, systemic oppressions. Kwang’s arguments speak to 

Henry, who—in working as a corporate spy for shadowy conservative entities—embodies the 

vexed position of Asian Americans (and all non-whites in the U.S. empire state) who cannot 

reckon with the structuring power of antiblackness. 

Native Speaker focuses on an immigrant narrative and positions Asians as new arrivals to 

the racialized order of the U.S. who struggle to place themselves in ongoing racial conflicts. 

Henry’s father enriched himself the “good immigrant” way by buying stores in a Black 

neighborhood, cultivating a deep suspicion of Black customers, and finally being able to move 

out to the white suburbs. In a passage reflecting on his family’s position in the racial geographies 

they inhabit, Henry describes his family and community as fearful of the U.S. racial order and 

willing to do anything, including violent maintenance of antiblackness by shooting Black people, 

in order to reach proximity to whiteness:   

…we had to be that careful of what people thought of us, as if we ought to mince 

delicately about in pained feet through our immaculate neighborhood, we silent partners 

of the bordering WASPs and Jews, never rubbing them except with a smile…we believed 

in anything American, in impressing Americans, in making money, in polishing apples in 

the dead of night, perfectly pressed pants, perfect credit, being perfect, shooting black 

people, watching our stores and offices burn to the ground.23 

In this narrator’s formulation, Asian immigrants in the U.S. empire state deny their suffering and 

become “silent partners” of the white WASPs and Jews in order to desperately claw their way 

away from Blackness, the absolute zero of the social order. Significantly, the fear is not of white 

supremacy, but the possibility of proximity to Blackness.  

This racial hierarchy is articulated through spatial positioning, as the Asian family moves 

through their white neighborhood, locating themselves within the racial space they hope to join, 

 
23 Lee, 48. 
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but also finding themselves silenced, fearful, and limited by the geography they inhabit. In this 

passage, the final product of this movement toward the landscape of whiteness is the burning of 

the Korean-owned small stores located in Black neighborhoods, businesses that both rely upon 

and extract profit from the communities the Korean owners are desperately moving away from. 

The narrator describes Asians refusing what João Costa Vargas describes as the “dance of 

death,” Vargas writes,  

To dance the dance of death, to embrace transcendence, is to give up on, or operate 

according to a conceptual matrix different than the fight for incremental fractions of 

citizenship and humanity, which does nothing to change the paradigm that necessitates 

Black diminished existence. The invitation to the dance of death has been extended to 

Blacks and nonblacks…The dance of death is not interested in the reform of the multi-

racial empire-state. It results from accumulated, collective, transhistorical Black 

knowledge, and affirms that there is nothing to be lost, nothing to preserve, when 

antiblackness structures our entire social world.24 

 

Thus, this dance of death describes actions of solidarity and refusal of relative racial power, 

turning instead to transformations of our paradigms of being and knowing. Instead, the narrator 

describes Asian immigrants retreating to white enclaves where they must erase and disappear 

their suffering, rather than acting upon it in collaboration with Black demands for freedom. 

 This strategy of invisibility that the narrator describes his Asian American community 

engaging in—to “mince quietly,” to deny their suffering—is part of a larger theme of Asian 

American invisibility that recurs throughout the novel. The visuality of Asianness in Native 

Speaker is structured by invisibility. Take, for example, Henry’s job as a corporate spy and his 

ability to blend into the background and make himself disappear, or the politician John Kwang’s 

laments that Asians are not represented in politics, but erased by a too-narrow Black-white 

binary. The space of the convenience store, as presented in the neighborhood bodegas that 

 
24 Costa Vargas, The Denial of Antiblackness: Multiracial Redemption and Black Suffering, 270.  
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Henry’s father owns and the store where Henry and John Kwang encounter a Korean proprietor 

and a Black customer arguing, are zones in which the “invisible” Koreans surveil and police their 

hypervisible Black customers, acceding to the logic that distancing oneself from Blackness will 

yield the benefits of whiteness. In Native Speaker, one way for an Asian immigrant to become a 

titular “native speaker” is through a violent articulation of antiblackness, while at the same time 

working to recede their own Asianness.  

Much scholarly discourse in Asian American studies has been devoted to Asian 

American invisibility. Whether through the physical barring of Asian bodies by the Chinese 

Exclusion Act, or through the erasure of Asian American embodiment onscreen through 

whitewashed and racists portrayals of Asian characters by white actors, or through a lack of 

representation in various political and media spheres, many have argued that Asian American 

representation in the U.S. is conditioned by invisibility.25 And here, Native Speaker can be 

analyzed to further examine how Asian American invisibility might exist in relationship to the 

opacities of Blackness and the transparency of Western Humanism.  

Protesting the invisibility of Asianness in the U.S. empire-state can be also a lament for 

the lack of Asian American representation and inclusion in the Western Human. Klara 

Szmańko’s critical discussion of the tropes of invisibility in Black American and Asian 

American fiction is representative of a such a critical approach to racial invisibility. Szmańko 

argues that invisibility can be a “springboard for creative action,” but ultimately holds up 

visibility—though visibility to whom the author does not specify—as the goal of Black and 

 
25 For further analysis of Asian American invisibilities, see Nishime, Undercover Asian: Multiracial Asian 

Americans in Visual Culture; Tzu-Chun Wu, “Hypervisibility and Invisibility”; Kim, Invisible Subjects: Asian 

America in Postwar Literature; Shimizu, “Gnawing at the Whiteness of Cinema Studies: On Asian American Media 

Now.” 
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Asian struggles against invisibility.26 In this analysis, Henry Park’s “striving for the visibility of 

marginalized people from various ethnic backgrounds” is lauded, and the critic holds up Park as 

a figure that moves “beyond traditional identity politics,” implicitly criticizing the Black activists 

leading boycotts of Korean stores who, Szmańko alleges, “hardly ever take concrete measures to 

boost the level of life in their own communities.”27 This analysis privileges visibility to the 

dominant culture—unmarked whiteness—and argues that achieving visibility in that dominant 

culture is a sufficient means of redress for racial violence and oppression.  

In contrast to this analysis, I theorize the critical and popular focus on Asian American 

invisibility as an attempt to place the opacities of Asianness on a teleological path moving 

toward visibility and representation. This discourse of in/visibility positions Asian American 

politics as striving toward inclusion and recognition by the neoliberal U.S empire state, to move 

as close to the transparency of the white Western Human as possible. Asian American feminists 

have insightfully criticized this politics of representation. Film scholar Sylvia Shin Huey Chong 

notes the failures of Asian American cinema, as she suggests it has turned to “serve the system at 

large that perpetuates Asian American racialization and marginalization, or even worse, mobilize 

Asian American identity to suppress the political claims of other racialized groups.”28 Yet in that 

failure, in the pastness of Asian American radical media as denoted by her title, “What Was 

Asian American Cinema?” Chong sees a potential future, openings for an Asian American 

cinema “yet to be envisioned,” organized around radical solidarity and service of the people 

 
26 Szmańko, Invisibility in Asian American and African American Literature: A Comparative Study, 3. 

27 Szmańko, 141, 140. 

28 Chong, “What Was Asian American Cinema?,” 134. 
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rather than box office success and mainstream visibility.29 Reflecting as well on this in/visibility 

politics, film and TV scholar Melissa Phruksachart uses the term “messianic visibility” to 

describe this drive to “feel seen” on the part of Asian American audiences, “an overinvestment in 

the idea that insistently normative cinematic identification possesses transformative, even 

curative, political and personal potential.”30 Grounded in this incisive criticism of visibility 

politics, my argument seeks the means for Asianness to revel in its opacities, in the way that such 

invisibilities might allow us to break the racial structures and tools of power that harm us all. 

Instead of reactively demanding mainstream representation as curative for invisibility, I am 

interested in exploring the contours of those Asian American invisibilities and possibilities of 

gleaning from them fugitive community and power.  

Native Speaker’s Henry Park, too, sees the potential in his invisibility, but he uses it for 

unethical ends as a corporate spy infiltrating and reporting on the local politician John Kwang’s 

campaign, actions that end with a huge list of undocumented immigrants being deported based 

on Park’s intelligence. The increased “visibility” of these undocumented migrants in fact led to 

their deportation, not more rights or recognition. Another route for Asian collaboration with 

Black liberation necessitates an analysis that moves beyond the binary of (in)visibility, an 

Asianness that does not strive for inclusion and representation in the current structures 

maintained by racial violence—a politics of recognition—but refuses visibility altogether. 

To seek this refusal of visibility politics, I turn to Do the Right Thing. This film offers a 

very different perspective on another diverse, dispossessed New York neighborhood—the 

Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn—and the relationality of its residents.  Native 

 
29 Chong, 135. 

30 Phruksachart, “The Bourgeois Cinema of Boba Liberalism,” 61. 
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Speaker’s vision of ‘90s New York hinges on the invisibility of Asianness and the desire for 

visibility and recognition, and while Do the Right Thing employs similar narrative themes of 

representation, visibility, and racial hierarchies, the film’s formal choices question easy 

calculations of racial representation and recognition. Do the Right Thing offers through the film’s 

visuality—shot framing, mise en scène, and location—an understanding of the emplacement of 

Asian Americans in an urban coolie future. 

Do the Right Thing, Spike Lee’s follow-up to his first feature film She’s Gotta Have It 

(1986), was filmed on location on one block of Stuyvesant Avenue between Lexington Avenue 

and Quincy Street. The film prominently features two neighborhood joints (sets built on empty 

lots for shooting)—the white-owned Sal’s Famous Pizzeria and the Korean-owned convenience 

store and greengrocer directly across the street from Sal’s, Fruit-and-Vegetable Delight. As the 

only two buildings that were wholly constructed for the film, the choice to place them directly 

across from each other is significant, as they are positioned to mirror each other and present two 

perspectives on the racial hierarchies of the block from their perches on either corner. 

 The politics of representation are an essential driver of the film’s plot. Throughout the 

film, Buggin Out, a local activist, and a small group of Black neighbors try to form a boycott of 

Sal’s Famous because it does not have any pictures of Black people up on its wall of fame, 

which only features Italians. This call for Black representation and visibility, though, is 

undergirded by a deeper antagonism with the store’s proprietors, as the film constructs Sal and 

his son Pino as suspicious of, hostile to, and both publicly and privately racist toward their 

customers.  

While the film spends less time investigating the motivations and inner lives of the 

Korean store owners across the street, they treat their Black customers with a similar contempt. 



 68 

The film’s characters grapple with how to understand and locate the place of Asianness on their 

block, while they are much more clear on their relationship to the white supremacy Sal’s Pizzeria 

embodies, as shown in a conversation between three older men—Sweet Dick Willie (Robin 

Harris), ML (Paul Benjamin), and Coconut Sid (Frankie Faison). Sitting on the sidewalk and 

commenting on the passersby and the block, these characters debate the racial positioning of 

Asian Americans and Blackness.31 

An understanding of Asian racialization as impacted by the Coolie figure, in addition to, 

for example, the post-1965 Immigrant, helps us picture the conundrum that Sweet Dick Willie, 

Coconut Sid, and ML are faced with in the form of the Korean-owned store. They sit across the 

street, mopping their brows and shooting the breeze, but are interrupted by the slow motion of a 

police car with two white police officers rolling by. The film cuts back and forth between the 

three men and the two cops, as both groups shake their heads and stare each other down over 

sweeping music. The cops in their car say, “What a waste,” as the scene cuts back to the three 

men, who say the same thing with a very different referent. Immediately after this time-bending 

scene, the men begin to discuss the Korean store that is directly across the street from them. The 

interaction with the police brings the Korean store across the street into focus, suggesting some 

sort of resonance between the cop car and the corner store. ML notes that the owners just arrived 

recently, and says that either they are geniuses or his two friends are just plain dumb for not 

being able to achieve a similar level of success while living there much longer. The two friends 

protest, arguing that the system is always keeping Black men down. Everyone argues over 

whether this is just an excuse or not, a debate that, at its heart, concerns whether Asian 

Americans are imagined through the figure of the newly arrived Immigrant or the longer history 

 
31 Lee, Do the Right Thing. 



 69 

of the Coolie and the Coolie’s relationship to Blackness, imagined as a labor force and racial 

buffer to, as the friends say, keep Black people down. Sweet Dick Willie tires of the debate and 

goes over to the convenience store to buy a beer. This scene’s quick transition—from the 

presence of the police (and the white supremacist carcerality they embody) to the friends’ 

conflict over what the success of the Asian-owned store signifies—frames the Korean couple 

through the police car and narrates their success as in relationship to structural antiblackness. 

The couple only become visible once the cop car has passed, and their representation is framed 

by—and occasioned by—the slow motion encounter the friends have with the police rolling by. 

This intermediary racial positioning of an Asianness that insulates whiteness from the 

force of Black liberatory violence is spatialized onscreen in a series of scenes prominently 

featuring the façade of the Korean-owned store. The first is a scene between Sal and Pino. They 

sit in the front window of Sal’s Famous and discuss whether or not to sell the store and leave the 

neighborhood because of Pino’s disgust for and hatred of the Black clientele. As the two casually 

trade racial slurs in their serious and rather calm conversation, framed between them in deep 

focus is the façade of Fruit-n-Veg Delight. As the two discuss whether they can stand to stay in 

the neighborhood, their faces backlit and rather shadowed, between them the smaller figures of 

the Korean store owners sweep the street and interact with customers outside their store, filling 

the visual gap between the father and son. In the space between, the Korean couple’s labor forms 

a kind of visual bridge between Sal and Pino, suggesting the ways in which the model minority 

figure of the Asian American Immigrant is positioned as a needed injection of industry, 

cleverness, and hardworking dedication to reinforcing a failing, conflicted whiteness.  

The whiteness that Sal and Pino embody is decidedly masculine—no white woman is 

portrayed as part of their family. Their toxic, violent masculinity is positioned as a key element 
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in precipitating the conflict that leads to Radio Raheem’s murder—Sal refuses to back down and 

feels he must escalate the conflict in his shop, amid sweating bodies and the yelling, confused 

soundtrack. While this white family is enunciated as harmfully masculine in the film’s visuality, 

the Korean family, with a father, mother, and small child, are held as a contrasting, properly 

nuclear family. This Asian family is shown as a direct visual comparison to the masculinity of 

Sal and Pino, and in that comparison, are portrayed as the hardworking family ready to take the 

place of the white business owners who may leave the neighborhood as their rancor against the 

Black neighborhood grows. 

In a scene foreshadowing the later climax of the film, Radio Raheem goes into Fruit-n-

Veg to buy D batteries for his eponymous boombox. The camera frame takes on the perspective 

of each character, framing Korean proprietors Sonny (Steve Park) and Kim (Jinny Yang) with a 

high-angle shot mimicking Radio Raheem’s taller size, then switching to a low-angle shot of 

Raheem from Sonny and Kim’s perspective. The exchange filmed in this tight shot-reverse shot 

is contentious, as Radio Raheem criticizes the store owners’ accented English and Sonny and 

Kim exhibit a general frustration and disdain for Radio Raheem. It is here that he obtains the 

batteries to power his boombox, the symbol that catalyzes his murder in the climax, as he refuses 

to turn it off in Sal’s Pizzeria.  

In a climactic scene, in response to Buggin Out’s repeated demand for Black 

representation on the pizza shop’s wall of fame, Sal says, “Turn that jungle music off. We ain’t 

in Africa!” Buggin Out responds, “Why it got to be about jungle music? Why it got to be about 

Africa? It’s about the fucking wall!” Sal shouts back, “It’s about turning that shit off and getting 

the fuck outta my place!” He then proceeds to smash Radio Raheem’s boombox with a baseball 

bat. This exchange is again filmed in another tight shot-reverse shot pattern across the store’s 
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counter, echoing the filming of the scene in the Korean grocery. Radio Raheem’s access to both 

of these neighborhood stores is conditioned both by his size—accented by the high camera angle 

mimicking his stature—his music, and, most crucially, his Blackness. For Radio Raheem, his 

music moves through public space with him, a kind of invisible barrier. The neighborhood 

residents playing in the hydrant spray in the opening scenes of the film direct the water away so 

Raheem can safely pass by, and his music creates an aura around him, intensified by the fact that 

he plays one song over and over, Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power.” Radio Raheem’s particular 

antagonism with Sal and the space of Sal’s Pizzeria is not about Black representation on the wall, 

the tactic that Buggin Out insists upon, but about his ability to play his music, his ability to 

sonically shape the space around him.  The music antagonizes Sal and Pino; it resounds to every 

corner of the store, and it asserts Raheem’s agency to take up space and move through it. When 

Sal insists that Radio Raheem turn his “jungle music” off, what he is demanding is that Radio 

Raheem turn his Black presence down to a quiet level, that he perform his role as docile 

customer, bending to the force of white supremacy and accommodating himself to it. Raheem’s 

refusal to do so ends in his murder at the hands of white police officers, who arrive to reinforce 

the social order of white supremacy at Sal’s call. Though Sal insists he did not intend for 

Raheem to be killed, he had symbolically smashed him earlier as he smashed his radio, his 

namesake.  

After the fight that Sal instigates ends with the police choking Radio Raheem to death, 

the crowd gathered there burns Sal’s store. Next, they turn to Fruit-n-Veg Delight across the 

street, and as participants indicate that the store is next, Sonny, the owner, swings a broom wildly 

in front of him in a comical attempt to hold the group off. He yells, “I not white, I not white, I 

not white, I not white! I Black. You—me, same.” This declaration is met with bemusement and 
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laughter, as the group decides Sonny is all right and disperses. Though Sonny’s “statement of 

allyship” is played for laughs, it is still functional, in that Sonny’s declaration that he sees his 

racial position through the lens of Blackness professes a dereliction of his duty to perform the 

intermediary, insulating Coolie role that Asianness has been cast.32 This is confirmed a few 

scenes later, as Mookie and Jade sit on the curb in front of Fruit-n-Veg, looking across the street 

at the ruins of Sal’s Famous. The camera frames them head on, from a low angle that places the 

façade of the Korean’s store, again, right in between the two backlit, seated figures. As Sonny 

and Kim come into the frame to look over at Sal’s as well, their two figures twin those of Jade 

and Mookie, visually framing them now through Black, rather than White, characters. As the 

owners of Fruit-n-Veg Delight make up the background visual space connecting the two Black 

characters, the film’s visuality suggests that their place in the neighborhood is now framed not by 

their proximity to whiteness, but to Blackness, following Sonny’s frantic repudiation of 

whiteness and claiming of Blackness. Do the Right Thing spatially positions these Asian 

 
32 Critics have read this scene in a variety of ways, illustrating the widely differing critical perspectives on relational 

racialization, especially the relationships of Blackness and Asianness. For example, Kun Jong Lee writes concerning 

this scene, “African Americans might have been intrigued by Sonny’s claim to blackness and have burst out 

laughing in sarcasm at the incongruity of the claim. But his claim to blackness is far from funny since it was a matter 

of life and death to him. It is his last clutch at straws in the face of African Americans’ violence against his store.” 

Lee’s analysis conflates death with property destruction. Even Pino and Sal are still alive after their store is burned, 

and there is no reason to think that “life and death” are on the line. This analysis elevates property to the level of 

human life in order to heighten sympathy for Sonny’s “danger.” We can also surmise that the fact of this being a 

portrayal of Black violence against property plays into the misrecognition of property destruction as death. Lee 

continues, “Sonny knows that he is the next target of African American violence simply because his store is now the 

only symbol of external exploitation in the predominantly African American neighborhood. Hence he needs to 

proclaim publicly where he stands in a world divided by black and white only.” Again, the putatively too-limiting 

Black-white binary rears its head, here as a device to explain why the Asian merchant is seen as “the symbol of 

external exploitation,” while truly being himself exploited by the limiting binary that excludes him. The critic goes 

on to argue that while the Black characters’ understanding of Blackness is pinned to skin color and essentialist 

notions, Sonny holds a more capacious understanding of Blackness as a set of oppressions. This leads to a claim that 

the film advances a possibility of “cross-racial identification and inter-ethnic coalition,” but in this analysis, such 

identification and solidarity is built on misrecognition, intentional forgetting, and flattening of vertical hierarchies. 

The premise is that we are all oppressed alike, and thus we are all alike. This type of “inter-ethnic coalition” is 

founded on the erasure of the force and power of antiblackness, not a reckoning with it and Asianness’s role in 

upholding it. Kun Jong Lee. “Towards Interracial Understanding and Identification: Spike Lee’s Do the Right Thing 

and Chang-Rae Lee’s Native Speaker.” 749, 757. 
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American characters on this teetering edge, a visual bridge framed by both whiteness and 

Blackness. And even though Sonny finally only parodies accompliceship with Blackness, the 

possibility of his joining the cause of Black liberation— the “dance of death”—is enough to 

spare him from the force of Black liberatory rage, this time.33  

Rather than undermining, challenging, or insisting on the expansion of the “Black-white 

binary” in the U.S. racial landscape, Sonny rhetorically affirms such a binary and places himself 

on the spectrum of Blackness. This says less about his character’s political beliefs and more 

about his desire not to have his property burned, but it does articulate an understanding that in 

the face of antiblack violence, being an accomplice of the oppressed and on the side of liberation 

means being on the side of Blackness. Sonny asserts himself as Black as a way to communicate 

his place in the racial hierarchy as in opposition to white supremacist police violence. His claim 

to Blackness also hinges on his visibility as Asian. As the crowd turns from Sal’s Pizzeria to look 

at him, he attempts to erase his Asianness or foreignness and articulate his raciality within the 

opacity of Blackness. In the film this claim of opacity is played for a comic effect, but later 

works such as Gook take up the question of the racial positioning of Asian Americans and the 

possibilities for Asian accompliceship with Black liberatory movements more seriously.  

Through Do the Right Thing and Native Speaker we can see the tension between an Asian 

American politics of visibility and recognition and a deeper antagonism to the racial ordering of 

the city. While both works draw threads of visibility through their narratives—the politician John 

Kwang’s speeches in Speaker, the wall of fame in Do the Right Thing—both betray a 

fundamental doubt about the utility and value of visibility-as-liberation. Turning to contemporary 

popular culture, we can chart the ways in which these themes have been taken up, expanded 

 
33 Costa Vargas, The Denial of Antiblackness: Multiracial Redemption and Black Suffering, 78. 
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upon, and elaborated as the entanglements of Asianness in urban coolie futures are played out on 

a new set of convenience stores’ linoleum tiles.  

Diversity and the Dance of Death 

 Amid a wave of Asian American popular representation onscreen—from Crazy Rich 

Asians to Fresh Off the Boat—a new generation of artists is exploring how to picture Asian 

American politics in relationship to racial hierarchies of value and those excluded from such 

hierarchies. For some this is performed through a return to the spaces—including the Asian-

owned convenience store—that were, and are, flashpoints of conflict between racialized 

communities. Two such works are the TV series Kim’s Convenience and the film Gook. Through 

these contemporary works we can follow the threads that emerged in the film and literature of 

the 90s—Asian American imbrication in urban Coolie futures, the limits of a politics of 

recognition and visibility, the irreducible opacities of racialized life, and the extent to which 

Asian Americans enact a radical politics of solidarity, rather than of assimilation.  

The network television series Kim’s Convenience, first broadcast on the Canadian 

Broadcasting Network and led by showrunners Ins Choi and Kevin White, presents the Korean-

owned convenience store as a diverse immigrant space free of histories of racial violence and 

domination.34 Kim’s Convenience structures the sitcom series such that the resolvable conflicts 

are neatly tied and packaged with a lesson about the universality of the Immigrant experience, as 

Sylvia Chong writes, “replacing white bodies with Asian ones so as to highlight their erasure 

 
34 I note here the controversy around the final season of the series, as Jean Yoon and Simu Liu castigated the 

showrunners on social media for the lack of diversity in the writers’ room, as well as the choices that the production 

made in regard to character development and the ending of the show. 
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from popular representation, but also to assert their utter normalcy in these contexts.”35 The 

space of Kim’s Convenience typifies the neoliberal, gently multicultural, celebratory view of race 

that claims that despite our differences, we are all really the same—a multicultural universal 

humanism. As a network television sitcom about Korean-Canadians produced and first broadcast 

in Canada, space in Kim’s Convenience is configured by its serial and avowedly multicultural 

production.  

The series is invested in a celebration of multiculturalism at all levels. The space of the 

opening credits of the series, which are repeated with slight variations and additions across the 

course of its seasons, illustrates its firmly multicultural orientation. In the opening title sequence, 

set to bouncy music formed by a chorus of voices, Mr. Kim (Paul Sung-Hyun Lee), the Korean 

immigrant proprietor of the store, sweeps the sidewalk in front of his establishment, above which 

the family lives. Low angle shots frame him, and the background of the store behind him is 

splashed with animated swipes of color that accent its façade. The sequence next introduces Mrs. 

Kim (Jean Yoon) who picks out vegetables from a sidewalk vendor with the splashes of color 

again illustrating the city backdrop behind her. This structure is repeated for the introduction of 

their daughter, Janet (Andrea Bang), riding a bus and their son, Jung (Simu Liu), playing 

basketball, as the basketball goal morphs into an overlay of colorful animation. This opening 

sequence displays the space of the store—and Moss Park, the Toronto neighborhood where the 

series is set—as a vibrant, colorful space, both in the literal sense, and in the metaphoric one, as 

the swipes of color in the background are a kind of visual simile for the harmonious multicultural 

city of immigrants that forms the backdrop for the Kims’ narratives. Much like the brightly 

colored mural painted on the side of the Kims’ store, the credits celebrate the diversity and 

 
35 Chong, “What Was Asian American Cinema?,” 131. 
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richness of “colored” or non-white life, setting a light tone where cultural difference is deployed 

to advance a sunny, sitcom-appropriate narrative that the Kims are a normative nuclear family.  

These exterior shots of Kim’s Convenience were filmed in Toronto’s Moss Park—a low-

income area known for its shelters for unhoused people and sex workers—using a Korean-owned 

convenience store in the neighborhood. But while the series constructs Moss Park as bright, 

welcoming, and diverse, it never displays the most prominent feature of Moss Park: the high-rise 

public housing towers that the neighborhood is named for. This is despite the fact that the store 

that is the real-world stand-in for Kim’s Convenience is located literally right next to this public 

housing complex with a disproportionately large number of Black residents.36 Instead, the series 

always frames the store from the corner of the sidewalk, which places the high-rise towers 

behind the camera and outside the frame. Even the mural on the side of the store is a fake mural 

painted by set dressers to give the store the proper multicultural air.37 The series’ space erases the 

public housing complex and domesticates the convenience store, exemplified in the choice to 

narrate the Kims as living above their store, a rare arrangement for a Korean-owned store in an 

urban Black neighborhood. In fact, the set dressers added fake dormer windows to the story 

about the Moss Park store to make the space seem more inhabitable. This calls to mind Katherine 

McKittrick’s analysis of “uninhabitable zones,” Black geographies designated across time by 

white dominant culture as “incongruous with humanness,” zones that persist in the racially 

 
36 According to their 2016 census, Toronto was 8.9% Black (though Canada tends to use the blanket language of 

“visible minority” to refer to non-white and non-Aboriginal people), and Moss Park was 12.56% Black. The area of 

Moss Park with the public housing high-rise buildings appears, using maps of racial demographics, to have an even 

higher percentage of Black residents, indicating the structural violences—economic, physical, and emotional—

visited on Black Canadians by a white-settler supremacist system. Black Torontonians endure antiblack policing and 

racial profiling as one feature of this violent system. Meng and Yunliang, “Racially Biased Policing and 

Neighborhood Characteristics: A Case Study in Toronto, Canada.” 

37 Wong, “The Real Store That Became Kim’s Convenience.” 
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condemned urban spaces inhabited by those deemed inhuman.38 To make the “inhabitable zone” 

of Moss Park habitable for a Korean Canadian family requires obfuscating and erasing the Black 

geography within which it exists. This invisibility of the high-rise public housing towers speaks 

to how the show spatializes race as a matter of horizontal relations of cultural difference, rather 

than as structural hierarchies of violence, power, or domination.   

The Moss Park public housing projects were built in the post-WWII industrial decline 

over a site of defunct factories, and their architecture was informed by the high-rise public 

housing projects in cities across the U.S., which Rashad Shabazz argues contained, regulated, 

surveilled, and criminalized their Black residents, using high-rise projects in Chicago as his 

example.39 The Moss Park towers have a disproportionately large Black population, which is 

echoed in the over-representation of Black Canadians in the Canadian carceral system and the 

over-policing of Black Torontonians.40 None of what we might call this high-rise verticality of 

racial structures and antiblackness features in Kim’s Convenience, as the series (and the camera) 

turns its back on and disavows these structures to portray a colorful and innocuous 

multiculturalism.  

The series comfortably engages with questions of immigration, assimilation, culture, 

language, and representation, but falters when faced with the incommensurability of 

antiblackness. Characters—particularly Janet, in a season three incident where she drunkenly 

taunts a Black woman server at a restaurant—cannot say the word “Black” without stuttering 

 
38 McKittrick, “Plantation Futures,” 6. 

39 Spatializing Blackness: Architectures of Confinement and Black Masculinity in Chicago, 56. 

40 Meng and Yunliang, “Racially Biased Policing and Neighborhood Characteristics: A Case Study in Toronto, 

Canada.” 
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hesitations.41 Janet makes a joke about wanting to check out the server’s “box” after the server 

offers to bring the box of tea selections to the table. Janet worries that her joke offended the 

server and that it was inappropriate because there’s a “power imbalance,” but when a friend at 

the table suggests that the power imbalance is because the woman is Black, Janet disavows this 

and claims it is because she’s a diner and the woman is a server. Then Janet returns the next day 

to try to apologize to the server, but walks up to a different Black employee and begins her 

apology, not realizing her mistake. She reflects on this mistake with Jung, saying how she can’t 

believe she made a “white guy mistake,” and attempts to excuse herself because she herself has 

been mistaken for other Asian women. She then returns again to the restaurant visibly upset and 

attempts a second apology. It turns out that the server wasn’t offended by the joke, nor was she 

aware of Janet’s “mix-up,” which Janet always carefully describes without mentioning race. That 

is the last scene that addresses this issue, as the episode’s multi-character plots are resolved and 

the sitcom returns to equilibrium, without allowing this incident to alter the series overall view of 

horizontal relations of difference, rather than the hierarchies of power and domination that are 

hinted at in this storyline.  

The series and the Asianness it portrays, as evinced in its opening sequence and the sunny 

construction of the convenience store, welcomes a multicultural background for its immigrant 

family tales, but cannot engage deeply with racial structures because the maintenance of that 

very colorful multicultural background requires that the specific positions, hierarchies, and 

incommensurable force of racial structures go unspoken. Racism here is an individual 

performance, not a structure and a relation of violence.  

 
41 Kim’s Convenience, season 3, episode 5, “Army Spoon.” 
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This is also clear in the manner in which the series addresses policing and carcerality. 

The space of the convenience store exists in a carceral geography. Technologies of surveillance, 

silent alarms, and barred windows reflect the fear of theft and violence that animate the space. 

The recent proliferation of TikTok video accounts featuring NYC bodegas is a twist on this same 

logic. Accounts like @_itsmeddyy_, run by a Yemeni bodega worker named Ahmed Alwan, post 

videos of customers, many of whom are Black disabled elders, unhoused people, and other 

neighborhood locals. The 5-second challenge is to answer a basic math or trivia question 

correctly, then Alwan counts down from 5, and the participant is allowed to grab whatever they 

can for free. The videos are popular, and the people being filmed show genuine delight at being 

allowed to rummage through the store and grab as much as their arms can hold. But the videos 

also are an eerie echo of surveillance footage of convenience store thefts—only this time the 

“theft” is sanctioned by the participant’s correct math answers. In these viral videos, the theater 

of robbery is reenacted with the violence of the uneven hierarchy between the store owner and 

those trying to take from the store flattened—the owner, in saying that correct answers entitle the 

customer to take what they can, performs the position of victim of theft in a controlled and 

pleasurable way, in exchange for the viral content. These videos allow the audience to 

experience a sanctioned, controlled, and pleasant “theft,” and to question what type of exchange 

(capitalist or knowledge-based) authorizes one to take from a store.  

Kim’s Convenience presents this theater of theft as well in its first season, as a white man 

rushes into the store and threatens Janet and Jung with a knife.42 Jung deescalates the situation 

and “buys” the knife from the man for $50, thus returning the interaction to the proper capitalist 

relation and positioning capitalist exchange as the solution for looting and theft. Then a white 

 
42 Kim’s Convenience, season 1, episode 5, “Wingman.” 
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woman police officer enters the store, sees Jung with the knife, assumes he is the robber, and 

forces him to the floor with his hands cuffed behind his back. As Janet is trying to explain, 

another officer joins. This officer, a Black man named Alex Jackson (Michael Xavier), is old 

friends with Jung and releases him. Kim’s Convenience takes the violences of race and gender 

that position Black men as a threat and Asian men as safe upholders of the status quo and 

reverses them, making the Black male character the officer who both protects property and 

recognizes Jung, and Jung into the perceived threat. This both acknowledges the structures of 

gendered racism that unfold on the stage of the convenience store’s floor, but undercut them by 

switching the representational roles, giving the audience a Black police officer and a suspected 

criminal Asian. The performers trade roles, and the series asserts that it is that simple—questions 

of racial violence can be resolved by altering the representational roles we are given, allowing a 

greater range of roles for racialized figures: Asian men can be seen as dangerous, Black men can 

be seen as safe. The series constructs a narrative about the system of carcerality that 

encompasses policing in such a way as to suggest that the system itself is not racist or dangerous, 

and it can be amended by community policing models where the police and those they patrol 

know each other, and by offering more Black representation on the police force. Here it is not 

Black Torontonians, but Asians, who are portrayed as too zealously policed, as the woman police 

officer slams Jung to the floor and cuffs him for a crime he did not commit, only to be 

innocuously resolved when Jung is recognized by his old friend Alex.  

This embrace of Asian visibility—the creator Ins Choi expressly notes that he created this 

series and the play on which it is based because of the lack of Asian representation—is not 

unrelated to the series’ politics.43 Kim’s neoliberal, multicultural sitcom-appropriate attitude 

 
43 Westerman, “‘Kim’s Convenience’ Is a Sitcom About Asian Immigrants — With Depth.” 
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toward race and racial violence, including state-sanctioned police violence, either must erase that 

violence (as it does with the Moss Park public housing towers) or transform it into a domestic, 

personal confusion (as it does with the “mix-up” that leads to Jung’s harassment or Janet’s error 

in mistaking one Black woman for another). Fake dormer windows re-cast violent relations of 

racialized power as “habitable” and comfortable, through McKittrick’s theory of urban 

“inhabitable zones” and plantation logics. Here, the Coolie future that Asianness is conditioned 

by—as it is positioned as an insulating force in the maintenance of white supremacy, nominally 

free but caged by this role it has been cast—is largely elided in favor of an Asianness that asserts 

that more visible depictions of diversity is the solution to racism, not abolition, revolution, or any 

manner of structural change.  

This construction of Asianness—and the spaces that condition it—is challenged by a film 

such as Gook, an indie piece shot in black and white, written, directed by, and starring Justin 

Chon. While the Korean characters in Do the Right Thing (to which Gook is often compared 

because of similar subject matter, use of one location, and presentation of a narrative over the 

course of one day) rhetorically ally themselves with Blackness as a means to escape the force of 

Black liberatory violence, the construction of Asian American politics in the film Gook 

dramatizes Korean characters who are attempting to articulate themselves in solidarity with 

Black liberation. Gook follows two Korean-American brothers, Eli (Justin Chon) and Daniel 

(David So), and their relationship with a young Black girl, Kamilla (Simone Baker), over one 

day, April 29, 1992, on the outskirts of the L.A. Uprising. The brothers are subject to various 

assaults from Latinx gangs and Black men led by Keith (Curtiss Cook, Jr.), Kamilla’s brother. 

The beatings by Keith and his friends are not gratuitous, but are tied to a long-standing and 

personal animosity among Keith and the brothers, later revealed to be because Keith’s mother 
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was shot along with the brothers’ father in the father’s shoe store. Keith believes that the father 

should have protected himself and Keith’s mother by giving the robbers what they wanted and 

faults the brothers for never coming over to apologize, speak with him, or check on how the 

family was doing. It is loosely implied that perhaps Kamilla might be the daughter of Keith’s 

mother and the brothers’ father, and through her a parallel is set up between Keith and Eli, the 

older brother who is frustrated, disaffected, and full of rage, much like Keith. The parallels 

between Keith and Eli suggest that Asianness and Blackness are constructed in the film as 

relational, in relationship with each other and structured by violence—the murder of Keith’s 

mother and Eli and Daniel’s father, the beating of Rodney King, the beating of the brothers. 

The film is framed by two shots of a store on fire. It opens on a shot of a roiling, blazing 

fire filling the frame, then cuts to a shot of Kamilla expressively dancing, as the soundtrack fades 

from diegetic sounds of sirens and crackling flames to an electronic score. At this point in the 

film’s diegesis, the audience has no context for who this character is and why this building is 

burning. Later, the context for this scene becomes clearer. After Kamilla accidentally shoots 

herself trying to protect the brothers from Keith burning their store down, Keith and Eli rush her 

to the hospital. Eli returns to the store wearily in the morning after Kamilla has died. And he and 

his brother grab the Molotov cocktails that Keith had left behind and complete Keith’s act—

burning down their own store. The shoe store has symbolized both their investments as 

immigrants in American success—“mi-gook,” as Eli describes the U.S., pointing to his own 

chest—and their fractured relationship with a Black neighborhood suspicious of them for “taking 

advantage” of the neighborhood. In burning it down, they present an alternate path of Asian 

American racialization and a possible abolitionist response to the antiblackness portrayed 
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through the acquittals of the officers who beat Rodney King, the despondent life Keith leads as a 

fast-food worker, and the senseless death of the young girl Kamilla.  

Kamilla’s death echoes the killing of Latasha Harlins, but crucially changes that figure of 

Black girlhood suffering such that Kamilla shoots herself protecting the Korean brothers. 

Kamilla’s death then points to possible healing and connection between Korean and Black 

Angelenos, rather than the violent and uneven racial relations embodied in Soon Da Ju’s killing 

of Harlins. The brothers become part of the Uprising, violating their own store, picturing the 

hopelessness of the masculine (there are no Asian American women in the film) dream of Asian 

Immigrant success and assimilation in the face of antiblack violence, though their act of 

destruction is catalyzed by Kamilla’s death. The gendered violence of racial hierarchy presented 

in Gook portrays this Black girl as the uniting force between these two racial groups through her 

life but especially through her death, sacrificing herself in an attempt to prevent violence 

between her brother Keith and the two Korean brothers.  

Gook directly addresses an older generation of Korean immigrants through the character 

of a convenience store owner, Mr. Kim (Sang Chon), played by the director’s father. Here the 

convenience store becomes a stand-in for Korean immigrants’ investment in antiblack libidinal 

and political economies as a means to get ahead and assert their place on the rungs of white 

supremacy. The diegeses of Native Speaker, Do the Right Thing, Kim’s Convenience, and Gook 

narrate Korean immigrants as an older generation that has conditioned the younger protagonists’ 

experiences in the U.S.—Henry Park’s parents, for example, and Gook’s Mr. Kim, the liquor 

store proprietor who is stereotypically aggressive toward Black patrons and menaces Kamilla 

with a gun. But while Native Speaker and Kim’s Convenience are heavily invested in articulating 

an Immigrant positionality for Asians centered on representation and visibility, Gook attempts to 
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explore Asian American opacities and reject heteropatriarchal constructions of Asianess by 

displaying the flawed masculinity of its Asian American characters and centering the narrative 

on the brother’s relationship to Kamilla.  

Gook’s Asian protagonists resist the Immigrant figure instantiated in the character of Mr. 

Kim, the proprietor of the convenience store across the street. While Mr. Kim’s treatment of 

Kamilla brings to mind Soon Da Ju’s killing of Latasha Harlins, in Gook’s storyworld Eli, after 

hearing from Kamilla about Mr. Kim’s behavior, marches over to his store and argues with Mr. 

Kim, who readily admits his antiblackness, over his menacing treatment of Kamilla. Eli then 

openly steals from his store in revenge, and finally the brothers find themselves to be derelict in 

their Immigrant duties as they burn down their own store, allying themselves with the “dance of 

death” that Kamilla dances, the dance that means absconding from an intermediary racial 

position, the dance that means stepping in time with the abolitionist destruction that Franz Fanon 

writes is necessary to bring about total liberation.44 Gook understands that the duties of the 

Immigrant to achieve the American dream through participation in the U.S. antiblack libidinal 

and political economies, as figured in the spaces of their father’s shoe store and Mr. Kim’s liquor 

store, is, in fact, what keeps them from moving toward liberation, an episteme beyond the force 

of antiblackness. In destroying the store, they burn the space that keeps them insulated from the 

grammar of suffering of Blackness, the space that conditions them as owners and strivers in the 

U.S. racial empire. As Eli and Daniel burn down their store, this action fractures cinematic time, 

and Kamilla appears dancing in front of the flames, returning the film to the scene that opened it, 

while also depicting the circularity of this time-space, which does not open up possibilities of 

 
44 The Wretched of the Earth, 89. 
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freedom as much as cinematically grapple with the force of death for Black characters, especially 

for Black girlhood, and the relationship of Asian Americans to that social death.  

The response of Asian American politics to the grammar of Black suffering can be to 

perform an insulating, intermediary function that upholds white supremacy, or to understand that 

the racial positioning of Asian Americans is intimately tied to the abjection of Blackness and 

thus to be otherwise, joining the dance of death, which is antagonistic to the U.S. racial empire, 

and beyond that, the Human itself. The brothers’ act of destruction in burning down their store 

removes them from the field of representation, as the film cuts from a shot of the brothers 

looking at the beginning of the fire they have set in their store to shots of them dancing with 

Kamilla in the store earlier in the diegesis, and finally to Kamilla outlined by the fire, dancing 

alone and with abandon. This closing shot, echoing the opening shot of the film, creates a 

connected cycle where the fire and death of Kamilla both begins and ends the narrative. The 

surreal scenes that bookend the realist narrative are the some of the most important elements in 

the film’s visual grammar, as they show the film’s structure reaching toward the possibility of 

life amid the burning of the city’s coolie future instantiated in the brother’s store, even if the 

plot’s narrative cannot achieve that life; Kamilla dies in the narrative, even though she dances in 

the film’s surreal opening and closing scenes. This offers a tension between the limited 

possibilities of realist narrative and the visual grammar of the film, which offers Kamilla dancing 

beyond the bounds of a plot which demands her death, using these surreal shots to call forth 

possibilities beyond teleological narrative progression. 

While the echoes of Latasha Harlin’s story that sound through the character of Kamilla 

opens up possible spaces for Asian American solidarity and protection of Black girls from 

gratuitous violence, the film’s plot still demands the girl’s death. The context of that death is 
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changed, though, as in this narrative the girl sacrifices herself in service of the safety of the 

Korean brothers and their property, also implying she was ready to shoot or at least threaten her 

brother in order to protect her Korean friends. The film narrates Black girlhood as that of 

sacrifice and suffering, and as a figure of suffering that can potentially unite communities while 

losing her own life. Thus, the question suggested by the film’s visuality is left open: What forms 

of Asian solidarity, understanding, and accompliceship in Black liberation might exist that do not 

depend on the sacrifices of Black women, on the suffering of Black women, to create such 

understanding and solidarity? 

Look Again: A Love Song, a Vision 

The 2019 experimental short film A Love Song for Latasha offers a needed counterpoint 

to Gook’s depictions of the L.A. Uprising told through male characters and the suffering of 

Kamilla. This experimental, essayistic documentary explores the life of Latasha Harlins through 

voiceover narration from interviews with the friends and family members of Latasha and 

lingering shots of Black girls in fields of flowers, floating in swimming pools, and playing across 

South Central L.A. These shots experiment with documentary reenactment techniques, and they 

invite the audience to see the narrative of Latasha Harlins’ life as a depiction of the challenges 

and joys of Black girlhood writ large. In addition, animation and manipulated images 

accompanying the narration of Latasha’s loved ones’ reaction to her killing position Latasha not 

as a victim or figure of suffering. Instead of rehearsing the visual violences of news footage or 

repeated images of dead and suffering Black women, Love Song opens by portraying Harlins as a 

resistor and a champion of Black girls in the neighborhood, defending them from harm and 

insisting on her vision for a better future. Here, the significance of Harlins’s life is not 
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encapsulated in her tragic death, but in the marks she left on her family and friends, in the varied 

depictions of Black girls dreaming, resting, and playing, a vision of Black girlhood as expansive, 

incommensurable, and irreducible to violence.  

The convenience store in which Harlins was killed, Empire Liquor, is portrayed through 

shots of a roving camera moving through convenience store aisles and a high-angle shot recalling 

a surveillance camera. Then as Latasha’s friend Tybie O’Bard narrates how she heard about her 

murder, the visuals shift to expressive, simple line-drawing animation that shows the elements of 

how her murder unfolded—a bottle of orange juice, a candy wrapper, a hand pointing a gun. This 

visual choice removes the events from a historical or physical setting and suggests to the viewer 

that this violence is not only a specific act, but a set of motions, of relationships, that speak 

beyond the threshold of Empire Liquor and cannot be contained by it.  

In the dancing animations, drawings, and composed shots of resting Black girls, Love 

Song asserts space for Black womanhood in and beyond the secret edges of the plantation, where 

Black girls rest in fields and run through the streets for pleasure, not in fear of pursuit. In 

“Plantation Futures,” Katherine McKittrick writes that, responding to Sylvia Wynter’s essay 

“Novel and History, Plot and Plantation,”  

we seek out secretive histories that are not invested in rehearsing lifelessness, the violated 

black body, and practices of resistance rooted in authenticity…This black urban 

presence—black life—uncovers a mode of being human that, while often cast out from 

official history, is not victimized and dispossessed and wholly alien to the land; rather, it 

redefines the terms of who and what we are vis-à-vis a cosmogony that, while painful, 

does not seek to inhabit a location closer to that of “the fittest” but instead honors our 

mutually constitutive and relational versions of humanness. The plantation that 

anticipates the city, then, does not necessarily posit that things have gotten better as racial 

violence haunts, but rather that the struggles we face, intellectually, are a continuation of 

plantation narratives that dichotomize geographies into us/them and hide secretive 

histories that undo the teleological and biocentric underpinnings of spatiality.45 

 
45 McKittrick, “Plantation Futures,” 12. 
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In centering Black girlhood not as dispossessed, but as powerful and easeful, Love Song rejects 

hierarchies of what McKittrick calls “the fittest” and I would call the Human. Instead of 

rehearsing the scenes of Harlin’s suffering that played on a loop across television screens across 

the nation, the opacities of Harlin’s suffering are highlighted by the spare, manipulated 

animations. This film constructs a narrative that is not oppositional—trying to correct the archive 

of Harlins’s life and death—but one rooted in memory and relationships. The shots of Black girls 

talking, playing, and resting in fields construct a secret history of Black girlhood that is not 

centered on suffering and tragic death, but on comfort, rest, ease, and love, not alienated from the 

land, but embraced by it, as the tall yellow flowers embrace the girl in the film. 

The experimentalism of Love Song creates space beyond the possibilities of traditional 

narrative and plot, not only breaking but also questioning the utility of realism. Instead of 

focusing tightly on documentary evidence of Harlins’s life, the filmmaker, through the shots of 

other Black girls that approach the genre of documentary reenactment while interrogating its 

possibility, insists that the audience not only remember but re-see the figure of Latasha Harlins. 

In this way the film’s experimental approach opens portals beyond the tragic plot of this young 

girl’s murder, placing her in relationship to a myriad of young Black girls, and refuses the 

“rehearsal of lifelessness” that haunts so many depictions of Blackness onscreen.  

While many accounts of Latasha Harlins’ life focus on her murder in Empire Liquor 

Market by Soon Ja Du, Love Song never shows or directly addresses the figure of Du. Du and her 

family had constructed or acceded to racist narratives about Black girlhood that cast children as 

threats, to the extent that Du shot Harlins in the back of the head as she was walking away. Yet 

Du later claimed that she feared for her life, the refrain heard over and over in the testimonies of 
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police officers who manufacture threats out of thin air to justify their murderous antiblackness.46 

Du’s vision was obscured and distorted by narratives of antiblackness that positioned Black 

neighbors as threats, as lawless, as monstruous. This distorted seeing leads me to search not for 

more or better representations of Asian American women—of Asianness being seen—but for an 

Asian feminist vision invested in re-seeing the Coolie future of the cities where we live that, as 

McKittrick writes, “honors our mutually constitutive and relational versions of humanness.” 

 In these depictions of Asian-owned convenience stores, Asian women are rarely centered. 

Du’s physical figure is absent from A Love Song for Latasha, though her antiblack attitude 

toward the neighborhood is reflected upon. Kim in Do the Right Thing is overshadowed both in 

the plot and onscreen by her husband Sonny. Janet in Kim’s Convenience is often in conflict with 

her parent’s values that dictate she work in the store and stay close to home. In reference to 

Asian American filmic representations, film scholar Peter Feng argues, “Any account of movies 

centering on Asian American women must also account for the paradoxes of Asian American 

visibility,” noting that Asian American women are more likely to be visible onscreen as 

ornament, while Asian American men are more integral to the plot but often less visible.47 Feng 

constitutes this Asian American visibility as shaped by the white male gaze that excludes the 

Asian American male spectator, but Feng’s critique does not encompass the spectatorship of 

Asian American women, who, even in his analysis, remain if not invisible, then without vision. 

 
46 Stevenson, The Contested Murder of Latasha Harlins: Justice, Gender, and the Origins of the LA Riots, 70. The 

Du family hired Latasha Harlin’s uncle Richard Harlins to work in the store for a time, but Mr. Harlins quit after a 

few months when Du ordered Harlins to work overtime for no pay. Harlins quotes Du as saying, “You are supposed 

to work for free, do what Black people are supposed to do.” Mr. Du also had, during a drive-by shooting weeks 

before Latasha’s murder, forced local Black residents who were sheltering from the violence in his store outside 

onto the sidewalk, where one of them was shot and killed.   

47 Feng, Identities in Motion: Asian American Film and Video, 40. 



 90 

Asian American women are not imagined as possessing a shaping gaze, as white and Asian 

American men are. 

Janet’s resistance to the silencing and containment that her family’s values dictate is in 

her photography practice, and she uses her camera both to reflect on her relationship to her 

community and to picture ways of being that reach beyond the Coolie future that Asianness in 

North America inhabits. Her father insists that the value of photographs is in their commercial 

appeal and sets out to sell his straightforward, centered photographs of trees to demonstrate to 

Janet the kind of art he believes she should produce.48 But when Janet’s black-and-white, artfully 

framed photographs of urban scenes—sneakers hanging over power lines, a road worker shifting 

a manhole cover—appeal to his neighborhood convenience store customers, Mr. Kim shifts his 

attitude, seeing the potential value of Janet’s work. Janet, though, is outraged at her father for 

selling her images without her consent. What ensues is an argument about who Janet’s work 

belongs to: herself, or her father, given his “investment,” as he puts it, in her. These photographs 

of urban Toronto mirror the shots of city life—sanitation workers, busy intersections—set to 

bouncy music that fill transitions between scenes in the series. The photographs assert Janet’s 

place in the urban geography and interrogate the place of the subject behind the lens in a way 

that Mr. Kim’s straightforward, centered shots of trees do not. Janet’s photographic practice 

positions her as one who sees and creates images, and one whose perspective yields art that is 

appreciated by the Toronto community the Kim’s store serves. Her photographs do not show 

herself or other Asian bodies and offer a route for thinking beyond onscreen representation as a 

means of redress or recognition by the state and dominant culture. Janet’s photographs can be 

seen as Asian texts, then, in the manner in which they are framed and constructed, the vision of 

 
48 Kim’s Convenience, season 1, episode 2, “Janet’s Photos.” 
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the city that they show. In re-seeing the city, Janet is also re-seeing herself, as she asserts her 

autonomy from her father and his systems of value and rejects her father’s vision of her as an 

“investment.”  

This re-seeing echoes the re-seeing presented in A Love Song for Latasha, which 

experimentally expands the affordances of history and narrative, offering a re-envisioning of 

Harlins’s story. Though Janet’s photography is, in point of fact, often bland, her photographic 

practice is a route through which Kim’s attempts to present her character as enmeshed in and 

responsive to Toronto’s racial geographies. This hints at a possibility for an Asian American 

feminism that creates space for visions of the city that look up from the bottom and re-imagine 

the place of Asian Americans in creating and maintaining, or destroying, this antiblack plantation 

future that encircles us. This feminism does not seek visibility for Asian American women, but 

the vision of Asian American feminism put to the service of reimagining the city as a place of 

fullness and beauty, of taking what is so often framed an “uninhabitable zone,” in McKittrick’s 

words, and centering it as a space of life. It is well worth remembering that abolition is a project 

of creation and imagination, not of destruction, and that growing spaces in which Blackness is 

safe—and thus, in which everyone is safe—is a creative project to imagine worlds often yet-

unseen. And though the series’ reliance on typical sitcom structures that require re-establishment 

of equilibrium ultimately shutter this potential fugitive route, the possibility of a radical Asian 

American feminist vision of the city is hinted at. Love Song’s experimentalism and deformations 

of narrative allow it to re-envision plantation and Coolie futures more fully, as the film surrounds 

Latasha Harlins with a community of Black girls at rest, rewriting the narratives that surround 

her life and death.  
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Attending to the visuality of race and the construction of the racial image through space 

yields an emplaced understanding of Asian racialization in relationship to the structures of 

antiblackness. Through medium-specific readings of the spatialization of racial hierarchies, 

viewed through the space of the Asian-operated convenience store, possibilities emerge for 

analyzing and subverting Asian American politics that seek assimilation through representation 

and visibility. Through the set and setting of Kim’s sunny, multicultural convenience store in a 

dispossessed Toronto neighborhood and the relationship of Gook’s Korean American 

protagonists to Black girlhood and their position at the edge of the L.A. Uprising, I note that the 

solidarity between Asian and Black characters is often predicated on Black suffering, either 

through its erasure (in Kim’s Convenience) or its romanticization (in Gook). 

Viewing the racialization of Asianness in relationship with opacity and refusal, rather 

than visibility and recognition, offers a radical abolitionist Asian American feminist vision that 

re-sees and re-makes the grounds of solidarity with Black feminist liberation as one centered on 

flourishing rather than suffering. This means embracing failure, which Vargas calls the opposite 

of linearity and time as redemption, an anti-coolie-future.49 The experimental visions analyzed in 

conclusion offer a portal beyond the limits of narrative to the possibilities and “secretive 

histories” of the city’s coolie future, and insist on new, experimental visions of the city.50 These 

visions collude with the demand of Blackness, not for reform, but for a revolution toward 

freedom. These visions insist that we attend to fugitivity and experimentation, refuse 

representation in racist schema, and instead seek new ways of seeing and representing each other 

 
49 Costa Vargas, The Denial of Antiblackness: Multiracial Redemption and Black Suffering, 269. 

50 McKittrick, “Plantation Futures,” 12. 
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and our geographies, re-envisioning the city and the grounds of solidarity, asserting that amid the 

fire is space to grow another world.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE CAMPUS: SITCOMS, SERIALITY, AND RACE 

 

 

We regard AAPA as both a means to an end, and a beginning toward the end itself; that 

end is a better society in which people can live as people. Both in its goals and in its 

existing structure, we feel that AAPA should work toward merging the two, where the 

goals are best reached by a means which embody those goals in the here and now, and 

not only in the Utopian future. 

—Berkeley Asian American Political Alliance, “An Understanding of AAPA” 

The university is often romanticized as a place of freedom, yet the space of the campus is 

veined with institutional racism, carceral logics, and disciplining antiblack hierarchies of value. 

This is reflected in a pivotal episode of the Netflix series Dear White People (207-2021). Reggie 

(Marque Richardson)—a Black student at the fictional Ivy League Winchester University—and 

his friends arrive at a house party.1 Reggie is trying to distract himself from an unrequited crush, 

so he gets drunk and excels in a tipsy trivia game. He protests when his white trivia partner 

Addison (Nolan Gerard Funk) raps along with the N-word in a song, and a larger argument 

unfolds on the dance floor over why white people using racial slurs, even in quoting songs, is 

inappropriate, while Addison repeatedly asserts that he’s “not at a racist”—a little bit doth-

protest-too-much, as no one has called him one. The police are called and arrive just as Reggie is 

shoved into Addison and Addison shoves him back, the two grappling in a headlock. The 

campus police officer demands to see Reggie’s student ID, and as Reggie protests, “Fuck these 

pigs, man,” the officer yells at him, pulls his gun, and aims it at Reggie’s heart. Reggie 

tremblingly pulls out his wallet and hands it to the officer, who checks his ID, blames Reggie for 

 
1 Dear White People, Volume 1, Chapter V. 
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creating trouble, and tells everyone to go home. The episode, directed by Barry Jenkins, ends 

with Reggie sobbing, his back against the door of his room, traumatized by the violence he has 

been forced to endure. The wandering peregrinations of Reggie and his group of friends 

throughout the episode lead up to this climax, as they travel through campus attempting to 

distract Reggie from his romantic woes. On this journey they meet Ikumi (Ally Maki), who 

announces herself as their “new catch-all Asian friend” and joins the group for the rest of the 

episode. What does it mean that entwined with the plot of campus police violence is the only 

significant, multi-scene appearance of an Asian American character on Winchester’s campus in 

the series’ four seasons? What does the rather sudden appearance of Ikumi and her tagging along 

with the group of friends have to do with the racist violence the campus police officer visits on 

Reggie? The two events are certainly not linked by causality, but they raise an interesting set of 

questions concerning the possible relationships of Asianness to the antiblack state violence, 

Black campus politics, and the disciplining site of education itself.  

This chapter, through the television series Dear White People and Grown-ish (2018-

present), locates the college campus as a node on an ever-expanding carceral geography. If 

convenience stores, as examined in the previous chapter, are sites of property theft and increased 

surveillance and policing of Black and Brown bodies, college grounds, with their campus police 

or security forces, are also invested in physically and socially disciplining students, workers, and 

surrounding communities, what we can term university carcerality. The debt structure of higher 

education functions as a disciplining agent and element of this carcerality as well, ensuring 

students servicing increasingly insurmountable debts will conform to market and social norms. 

The grassy greens and stately campus buildings emerge in these television series as spaces to 

picture how discourses of education discipline the racial positioning of Asianness and Blackness 
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in relationship, from the historical context of Third World Liberation Front student strikes to the 

contemporary context of recent court cases challenging affirmative action (Students for Fair 

Admissions v. Harvard et al., Students for Fair Admissions v. University of Carolina at Chapel 

Hill et al.). This chapter takes up seriality and gendered racialization, arguing that the serial 

nature of heteropatriarchal and racist structures is reflected (and at times subverted) in the TV 

sitcom format. As an ascendent form of contemporary popular culture, the serial poetics of 

television are underwritten by racial logics and serial narratives of race. This TV seriality can be 

a reformist one, centered on maintaining serial equilibrium through episodic narratives, but TV 

serial poetics can also deform equilibrium and experiment with seriality. Such serial experiments 

can offer resources as we imagine transformations of serial narratives of Asianness and 

Blackness in our culture. 

Both of the series examined here feature prominent story arcs of student protest against 

institutional injustice, offering insights into imagined possibilities for protest and revolutionary 

movements to create change. In examining how these cultural producers imagine campus racial 

geography and movements for change within the genre of the serial narrative TV, with close 

attention to the role cast to Asian Americans in these Black-led works, I chart the opacities that 

cannot be resolved in the snappy episodic sitcom format and the ways in which these series 

experiment with televisual seriality, challenge serial narratives of race, and picture the 

relationships of Blackness and Asianness on campus. 

First, this chapter expands the discourse around school-to-prison pipelines to include the 

carceral geographies of higher education, examining how universities discipline, punish, and 

control students and communities. This university carcerality relies on individualist futurity and 

neoliberal reformism to perpetuate the university’s structures despite students’ demands for 
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material redistribution and transformation, as in the Third World Student Strikes of the late 

1960s. Analyzing several key archival records of the Black Student Union/Third World 

Liberation Front student strikes at San Francisco State University, I elucidate the serial narratives 

of reform that emerge in response to student protest. Second, turning from the historical to the 

televisual in order to analyze the ways in which these narratives circulate in popular culture, this 

chapter outlines a brief history of the campus film genre and its importance in reflecting and 

shaping campus politics, noting a dearth of Asian American characters in such films despite the 

importance of higher education to the racialization of Asian Americans. Building on scholarship 

concerning the campus film, this chapter takes up the campus sitcom, a burgeoning genre of 

television, and examines the serial narrative structures of both Dear White People and Grown-

ish, especially as related to campus politics and protest. These serial narratives grapple with 

questions around collectivity, individualism, patriarchy, and coalition-building in Black campus 

politics, while revealing the ways in which university institutions discipline students. While the 

conflicts of these series’ episodes are often resolved within the typical episodic sitcom format, I 

analyze how the space of the campus and the way characters interact with and move through it 

belies the simple closure offered by the episodic television endings. Finally, the chapter returns 

to the questions raised by the intersection of Ikumi and Reggie’s narratives on Dear White 

People, proposing that serial experiments can help us picture how to alter the seriality of racial 

scripts concerning the relationality of Asianness and Blackness. 

University Futurity 

Sites of education have been battlegrounds for competing and contradictory ideologies 

around race, racial progress, and nothing less than what Humanity is and what it takes to be a 
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welcomed member of such a group. Higher education, in particular, is a field on which 

discourses of racial uplift, respectability, representation, and radical change clash in a firework of 

debates over what institutions can and should be for racialized students and how they can 

transform their legacies of institutional racism and white supremacy.  

Here, too, we can find the plantation futures discussed in the previous chapter—the 

consistencies in logic and organization of racial geographies that link the plantation past to our 

present and possible futures. Institutions of higher education were enmeshed with plantation 

politics. As detailed in Craig Wilder’s Ebony and Ivy, the earliest American academies were 

rooted in the slave economies of the South and colonies. Universities were used to regulate 

colonial territories, and schools across North America and the Caribbean were funded by 

enslavers as founders and trustees. Wilder notes, “The high point of African slave trade also 

marked, not coincidentally, the period in which higher education in the colonies expanded the 

most.”2 This history is entwined with Native dispossession, as “land grab” universities sold off 

vast tracts of land stolen from Native peoples in order to fund vast capital expansions. In fact, 

Wilder argues that it was through asserting claims to authority over race and race science that 

academics entered the public sphere as secular experts on human life and society.3 Universities 

have retold their story as one at a remove from the plantation and Native dispossession and have 

even positioned education and schooling as the corrective for racism and hierarchies of racial 

oppression, but the history of the institution and its physical landscape tells a different story 

about its plantation past and future.  

 
2 Wilder, Ebony & Ivy: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History of America’s Universities, 9. 

3 Wilder, 272. 
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Today’s universities present themselves as models of neoliberal multiculturalism, adept 

at absorbing and transmuting students’ radical demands for material redistribution into what Jodi 

Melamed calls dematerialized “racialized cultural products,” and “aestheticized versions of 

material conflict, racialized violence, and cultural activism”: the faces on a college admissions 

brochure, the statements of solidarity, the endless lists of resources for individual education, and 

the concomitant lack of commitment to make material institutional change.4  

In many ways, higher education functions as a kind of trickle-flow diverter valve, 

allowing a small, steady stream of graduates of color through, while the majority of Black and 

Native students will not graduate within 6 years of enrolling at a four-year, degree-granting 

institution. In one study, 40% of Black students in the 2010 cohort of enrollees studied graduated 

within six years, along with 39% of Native students. 54% of Latinx students graduated within six 

years, slightly more than half. This is in contrast to white students’ graduation rate (64%) and 

Asian students’ (74%).5 It’s important to note, as well, that Asian American and Asian 

international students are sometimes overlaid in such data sets. These low retention rates overlap 

with high debt burdens: Black college graduates owe an average of $25,000 more in student loan 

debt than white graduates, and a 2018 study examining the inequalities of debt along gender lines 

found that Black women hold the most debt of all racial and gender groups.6 This ballooning 

debt disciplines students and graduates into social hierarchies. For example, “debt effectively 

tracks women of color into the service sector where, if they do get jobs, their debts tend to keep 

 
4 Melamed, Represent and Destroy: Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism, 39, 38. 

5 “Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups.” 

6 Hanson, “Student Loan Debt by Race: Analysis of Statistics.”; Marez, Univ. Babylon, 151. 
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them there.”7 The indebted are pressured by the fact of their student loan debt to hold jobs, keep 

jobs, and adhere to the social norms that will allow them to continuing servicing their debt. And 

yet, universities continue to narrate themselves as a liberatory path, a chance for racial uplift, and 

a space of freedom, without acknowledging how they fail to retain, serve, and graduate the 

majority of Black and Native students while also burdening them with significant debt. 

This logic of indebtedness and education not only overlaps with the university’s coolie 

future—where a coercive debt to individuals or institutions disciplines subjects into indentured 

labor and modes of being—but also overlaps with the carceral logic that expands beyond the 

prison gates. In Prison by Any Other Name, Victoria Law and Maya Schenwar outline the 

consequences of popular prison reforms that end up expanding the carceral state ever outward, 

into communities, homes, and schools through extended probation, surveillance, and community 

policing. They argue that school-based policing reforms, such as so-called restorative justice 

“peace circles” that include school resource officers, rather than transforming systems of school-

based punishment, instead reinforce them.8 And while the school-to-prison pipeline has been 

much discussed in regard to elementary and secondary education, higher education seems to be 

often overlooked in those conversations, despite the fact that, for example, at UVA, Asian and 

Black students are disproportionately reported to and sanctioned by the honor system. The UVA 

honor system’s report attributes this to “spotlighting,” where membership in a minority group 

makes one more visible and thus more closely watched and likely to be reported, a practice we 

might otherwise term as white supremacy functioning through visibility.9 This points to the 

 
7 Marez, Univ. Babylon, 151. 

8 Law and Schenwar, Prison by Any Other Name: The Harmful Consequences of Popular Reforms, 193. 

9 Bobrow, “Restoring Honor: Ending Racial Disparities in University Honor Systems,” 52. 
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possible dangers in visibility, which is often celebrated as liberatory without investigation of the 

harm that can come to communities as a result of being visible to white supremacist cultures and 

institutions. If we understand higher education as not the corrective for, but in many ways 

contiguous with, the carceral, we can begin to see the connections between the reforms that show 

up in both the prison-industrial complex (PIC) and university carcerality, reforms that profess 

they will deliver greater freedom or recognition for racialized subjects, while in fact simply 

extending the bounds of the PIC and university’s control beyond their gates—whether through 

an ankle monitor, honor system sanction, or exorbitant debt. This is, as I argue here, a serial 

narrative of race and reform that uses neoliberal reforms of representation as a substitute for 

racialized students’ protests for redistribution and transformation of the university. 

In this way the system of higher education, which functions on a bedrock of 

indebtedness, offers a fiction of individualist futurity and possibility. It asserts that students and 

graduates need to continue to countenance hierarchical systems of racial oppression, including 

racial capitalism, in order to service their individual debts and achieve individual independence. 

The system of higher education offers the promise of a way up and through these systems of 

oppression, foreclosing alternate imaginations—the thought that the world needs to be remade. 

And still such imaginations flourish, a testament to the power of students re-envisioning the 

world.  

Third World Student Strikes 

College campuses are—and have been—on the cutting edge in terms of defining the 

parameters of possibility for radical change and aiding the state by incorporating difference 

without material redistribution of power. For centuries, narratives of racial uplift have cited 
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education as the cornerstone of advancement, upward mobility, and integration into the U.S. 

hierarchies of power.10 But from the inception of such uplift narratives, there have been radical 

thinkers and activists who—while affirming the importance of study, as Fred Moten and Stefano 

Harney put it—have questioned the utility of schooling in the struggle to topple racist, white 

supremacist social orders that schooling is, as often as not, invested in both creating and 

maintaining. 

 The Third World student strikes of the 1960s are a touchstone moment in this movement 

to re-create and reimagine the academy’s coolie future and carceral logic. Through these strikes, 

students protested for material support for Black studies, ethnic studies, and women’s studies at 

universities. One of the most cited of these strikes is the Black Student Union (BSU) and Third 

World Liberation Front (TWLF) student strike at San Francisco State College, and by closely 

looking at the archival documents and narratives the student revolutionaries created, we can gain 

insight into how they framed their struggle as not only for greater support for ethnic studies and 

racialized students, but against what they saw as the interlocking carceral apparatus of the 

university administration, the police, and the state—an abolitionist struggle—and the ways in 

which the university system responded to their radical demands. 

 Black, Latinx, Native, and Asian students put forward radical visions of what 

universities could be, and the BSU/TWLF student strike at San Francisco State College for five 

months in 1968-69 resulted in almost all of their fifteen demands being at least partially met, 

including the creation of Black studies and ethnic studies departments and admitting more 

students of color.  In the explanations that the BSU students released along with their more 

widely publicized fifteen demands, they rhetorically linked the material conditions at their 

 
10 Field, “The Aesthetics of Uplift,” 5. 
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institution to plantation logics, naming one administrator as “represent[ing] the old antebellum 

plantation mistress” and demanding that she be replaced “with a Third World person who is 

absolutely responsible to Third World people, not a House Nigger, Uncle Tom, Uncle Tico, or 

Charlie Chan.”11 In addition, the Asian American Political Alliance released statements that 

explicitly positioned the university administrators, the state, and the police power together in a 

matrix of oppression, naming the administration’s only power as “the power of brute repression” 

by “the pigs.”12 These student revolutionaries were resisting plantation and coolie futures on 

their campus grounds and hoping for their revolution to spill over into the larger city landscape, 

reminding us of the material connections between the campus and the community in which it 

exists.  

However, one of the key elements of the BSU/TWLF’s demands, that Black students and 

faculty or ethnic studies students and faculty would have “the sole power to hire faculty and 

control and determine the destiny of its department” (in other words, autonomy in study) was not 

granted. Instead, the university administration put in place “community boards” with only the 

ability to make recommendations and no legal power.13 This refusal to grant autonomy to Black 

and ethnic studies and the institution of community advisory boards represents the kind of racial 

reform that grants representation and recognition to racialized groups while also maintaining—

 
11 “Demands and Explanation - SF State College Strike Collection,” 2. 

12 In a statement addressed to “Brothers and Sisters!” they write, “It is vital we continue in this way because as the 

community support lessens pig aggression, so we can take this strike from the campus into the city. The pigs will not 

hit us hard as long as we have community representation beside us: as long as potential city unrest exists. The 

administration must find a new redoubt. It has only one force: the power of brute repression. That force now battles 

with the will of the people.”  

13 In the announcement of the BSU’s demands, they included explanations, including, “that the Black Studies 

Chairman, faculty, and staff have the sole power to hire and fire without the interference of racist administration and 

the Chancellor,” and in regard to the demand that all Black students applying be admitted, they wrote the 

explanation that “in San Francisco 70% of all Primary, Jr. High, and High School students are Third World, but at 

SFSC only 4% of the entire student body are Third World students.” 
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and even strengthening—the state or institution’s control over that group.14 This tension between 

students’ imaginations of material redistribution, autonomy, and free access to the university and 

the university administration’s institution of representation (without redistribution or autonomy) 

is a serial formation, a partial resolution that inevitably leads to further conflict, as the 1999 

revival of the third world Liberation Front (twLF) at Berkeley with eight new demands for the 

support of ethnic studies programs demonstrates. 

These Third World movements of solidarity by racialized students against university 

carcerality and neglect were important to the emergence of an Asian American radical politics, 

as Daryl Maeda demonstrates. In the conflict over whether Asian American politics of liberation 

should center on assimilation (figured in the acting president of SFSU S.I. Hayakawa’s 

integrationist politics) or redistribution and transformation of racial structures (figured in Asian 

American student group’s radical solidarity and demands for change), the TWLF student strikes 

crystallized an ongoing and serial tension in Asian American student politics.15 Though the 

student strikes did not result in the fundamental transformation of the university that students 

imagined, this radical vision of pan-ethnic, interracial solidarity and redistribution powerfully 

shapes Asian American politics today. The Berkeley Asian American Political Alliance wrote 

during their 1968 twLF strike, “We regard AAPA as both a means to an end, and a beginning 

toward the end itself; that end is a better society in which people can live as people. Both in its 

goals and in its existing structure, we feel that AAPA should work toward merging the two, 

where the goals are best reached by a means which embody those goals in the here and now, and 

 
14 See Dhillon, Prairie Rising for a trenchant critique of community “participation” as a means to colonize, define, 

and control Indigenous communities in Canada. 

15 Maeda, Chains of Babylon: The Rise of Asian America, 41. 
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not only in the Utopian future.”16 Thus, although the vision of university reordering was not fully 

realized, the role of Asian American radical student politics in creating and embodying that 

vision offers another avenue for understanding the impact of this student movement. Students 

worked to experimentally embody, through their solidarities and visions, a present alternate 

vision for university futurity, the university itself, and Asian American politics. 

In the television series I examine in this chapter, we see depictions of a contemporary 

generation of college students grappling with the seriality of these concerns over institutional 

change, reform, and race. These narratives also negotiate how to frame difference within spaces 

and solidarity and the relationality of Asian American students to Black-led protest movements 

on campus. By looking again at these series, we can gain an understanding of how popular media 

narrates the ways in which we might fight for liberation and the grounds on which these 

struggles can take place, given the serial nature of such struggles.  

The Campus Film and Seriality 

 The campus film genre was a staple in early Hollywood productions, and the manner in 

which cinema portrayed college life both shaped and was shaped by the higher education 

institutions themselves. These early campus films—almost all featuring white protagonists and 

white campuses—helped to create narratives about the role of higher education in U.S. society, 

the way college students behave, their aspirations, and their motivations. John Conklin’s 

exhaustive survey of the campus film genre found that prior to the 1960s, most campus films 

focused on students’ extracurricular lives—romance, sports, and social life, and not their 

 
16 Alliance, “Understanding of AAPA.” 
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academic pursuits.17 And while a handful of films in the 1970s addressed student activism (after 

the Production Code was abolished in 1967), campus films quickly returned to focusing (with 

increasing raunchiness) on the social and sexual lives of college students.18 Conklin, in his 

analysis, argues that the “quiet” actions of contemporary “undergraduates who quietly try to 

effect change by volunteering at a battered women’s shelter or attending a trustees’ meeting are 

less attractive subjects for filmmakers”—though as a student who has attended trustees’ 

meetings, attending them is not in my opinion any way to effect change.19 Conklin’s study only 

grazes the issue of racism and racial hierarchies on campus, and while some Black students and 

films are addressed, there are no references to Asian students. 

 While Curtis Marez’s University Babylon is a boon in comparison to Conklin’s 

overlooking of race on campus, the issue of Asian students is also rarely addressed—especially 

surprising because many of Marez’s cases studies are set in California, where Asian students are 

a significant portion of student bodies. Marez traces the ways that Hollywood’s Production 

Codes upheld and reinforced white supremacy onscreen and the imbrication of early film with 

scientific racism. He argues that “universities have borrowed from films to articulate racialized 

respectability to ideas about academic value and meritocracy,”20 using the term university-

cinema-industrial complex to identify the overlapping missions of both the university and 

Hollywood to pedagogically instruct their audiences in racial respectability and white 

 
17 Campus Life in the Movies, 9. 

18 12. 

19 Conklin, 184. 

20 Univ. Babylon, 18–19. 
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nationalism.21 I expand on Marez’s work by attending to serialized television, in addition to 

films, and by broadening the racialized frame to include Asianness as well as Latinx, Black, and 

Native students. 

 In fact, surprisingly few Asian college students are depicted onscreen in campus films or 

television series, and few campus cinematic works actually focus on Asian students’ 

relationships to the physical college campus. This is despite both the importance of narratives of 

Asians’ “success” in higher education as proof of the model minority myth and the prominence 

of Asians as a wedge group in attempts to challenge affirmative action and institute “race-blind” 

admissions processes to benefit white students. For example, while All American Girl (1994-

1995) and the Canadian sitcom Kim’s Convenience (2016-present) both feature Asian women 

who are college students, the audience rarely sees either Margaret Kim (Margaret Cho) or Janet 

Kim (Andrea Bang) actually visit campus. Instead, the series focus on their family and romantic 

lives, while using their background as college students as a plot device to inject tension in the 

family. In these series, the space of the campus—and the complex racial hierarchies and 

plantation future that it presents—is not as important to the characters’ development as the 

domestic space of the home, suggesting that while Asians in North America are racialized and 

navigate society’s racial hierarchies through their family histories and domestic narratives, the 

larger geographies of racial oppression and antiblackness are not seen as essential to 

understanding these characters’ emplacement.  

 While Asian students actually moving through college campuses are difficult to find 

onscreen, there is a burgeoning Asian American college admissions genre of young adult fiction 

and film that uses the college admissions process to investigate the experiences of a new 

 
21 Marez, 5. 
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generation of Asian Americans. Novels like David Tung Can’t Have a Girlfriend Until He Gets 

into an Ivy League College by Ed Lin, Parachutes by Kelly Yang, and The Sun Is Also a Star by 

Nicola Yoon (adapted into a 2019 film), and films like Better Luck Tomorrow (2002) and Harold 

and Kumar Go to White Castle (2004) use the process of admission into higher education as a 

backdrop on which to tell stories of Asian American youth navigating the pressures and 

expectations of parents, the intense competition for spots at the most elite schools, and the 

lengths to which Asian characters will (or won’t) go to achieve the education and status that 

these narratives frame their immigrant parents and culture as expecting of them. And while this 

is a genre ripe for unpacking, for the purposes of my analysis it is salient that these works usually 

leave the protagonists at or before they enter the college grounds—they are about getting in, not 

being there. How does popular media construct narratives of Asian American students who got 

in already and now are navigating the campus’s racial geography? To answer this question, I turn 

to two Black-led series, examining the view between porous racialized groups, and not only the 

relationship of Asianness to white supremacy. By looking at how these series position Asian and 

Black students in relationship to each other and their campus space, we can see these productions 

working out what it means to be Black and Asian together on campus and the serial narrative 

(im)possibilities of collusion against institutional power. 

While studies of the history of college and film entanglements have investigated the 

campus film as a genre, comparatively little has been written about popular campus television 

series. While there are many thematic, narrative, and ideological congruences between the 

campus film genre and campus-based television series, the serial nature of television is distinct, 

offering possibilities for constructing narrative structures and cinematic visuality attuned to 

continuation, resolution, and renewal of conflict, and the serial racial structures that are 
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constantly reformed-yet-reasserted through liberal reform. The campus series examined here 

exist in a relationship with both the sitcom and the dramatic serial. The dramatic serial’s key 

narrative feature is overarching and continuing storylines that bridge multiple episodes and/or 

seasons, an “ongoing diegesis that demands viewers construct a storyworld using information 

gathered from their full history of viewing.”22 On the other hand, episodic serial programs like 

the sitcom are conventionally understood by critics as operating in a narrative structure of 

equilibrium-disequilibrium-equilibrium within each episode. A conventional sitcom episode 

begins by depicting “a set of social norms, which are then problematized via characters' actions, 

external forces, or other events. The comedy in the sitcom therefore arises from characters' 

attempting to reassert their equilibrium and the mismatch between their characteristics and the 

situations they are placed in.”23 This sitcom structure has been criticized for its conservative 

nature, “suggesting that a happy ending is one in which changes are rejected.” It illustrates social 

and ideological conflicts, while also tending toward a reestablishment of norms or “equilibrium” 

in order to preserve the situation and reset for the next serial episode.24 Increasingly, 

contemporary sitcoms blend elements of both the serial drama and the classic episodic sitcom, so 

sitcoms like The Office have season-long narrative arcs that function in tension with more serial 

episodic structures, a tension between resolving conflicts within an episode and building a 

 
22 Mittell, Television and American Culture, 230. 

23 Attardo, “Sitcoms.” 

24 This teleological movement toward re-establishing equilibrium echoes the social narratives of which PIC 

abolitionist warn when discussing “reformist reforms or abolitionist steps to end imprisonment.” Abolitionist 

thinking insists on understanding abolition as a transformative re-imagining of our world, a disequilibrium that leads 

to the establishment of a new and radically different narrative surrounding safety, human life, and justice. They warn 

of the conservative nature of serial reform, where each reform—say, community oversight boards for policing or 

building newer prisons with enhanced “rehabilitative” elements—end up re-entrenching the PIC and its power to 

define safety and justice, rather than weakening it. 
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season-long narrative arc. These serial forms are racial forms, as well. Racial imaginaries 

underpin the foundational “situations” that characters find themselves in, the crises or 

disequilibriums that occur, and the possibilities of return to equilibrium that are available to 

them.  

Critics have turned to investigate the serial poetic of television narratives.25 Serial 

narratives, Jason Mittell argues in Complex TV, are constructed by four elements: storyworld, 

events, characters, and temporality, and each of these, though Mittell does not acknowledge it, 

are structured by race and racial hierarchies.26 Mittell, for example, describes the fictional New 

York City setting of Law and Order and its recurring characters as maintaining a consistent 

storyworld for the largely episodic series, but beyond and beneath the New York that Law and 

Order operates in are the racial structures that animate the legal and policing systems depicted on 

the series—in fact the consistency of racial hierarchies help viewers to quickly grasp these 

episodic narratives, learning (or unlearning) who the “bad guys” are based on racial scripts 

cribbed from reality. Though Mittell notes that “the representational analysis of identity [was] 

arguably the most active research area within the field of television studies,” he positions his 

argument as “explor[ing] how such [narrative] meanings are given expressive possibility through 

the form of televised stories, analyzing how such content is conveyed via storytelling.”27 This 

turn to the form and structure of television is welcome, but Mittell’s analysis does not address 

the ways in which form and structure—not only content and representation—are imbricated with 

 
25 See Lotz, The Television Will Be Revolutionized; Richards, Cinematic TV: Serial Drama Goes to the Movies; 

Mittell and Thompson, How to Watch Television; Villarejo, Ethereal Queer: Television, Historicity, Desire. 

26 Mittell, Complex TV: The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling, 22. 

27 Mittell, 3, 4. 
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race.28 The zany, complex, and show-about-nothing seriality of Seinfeld, for example, is itself 

enabled by the stark, self-referential whiteness of the characters, spaces, and narratives that they 

move through. Mittell notes that Seinfeld’s “arcs and ongoing plots demand little cumulative 

knowledge, as actions and events rarely matter across episodes — arguably a result of the 

infrequency of significant actions and events on a series committed to chronicling insignificant 

minutiae,” a statement that also accurately describes the recursive circulation of unmarked 

whiteness that the characters experience and the series mines for humor, as, for example, the 

characters spend an entire episode trapped in a parking garage, squabbling and unable to find 

their car.29 The serial poetics of both Grown-ish and Dear White People, as well, are reflective of 

racial hierarchies not only in their content but in their form, as I detail below, with Dear white 

People straining against the serial reforms that entrap the campus and Grown-ish embracing its 

episodic potential for smooth narrative continuation. The raciality that structures our world also 

structures the narrative possibilities of serial televisual storytelling, though this zone of 

complexity in TV studies has largely gone unexamined, as critics who focus on serial structure 

and form largely avoid analysis of representational strategies, which leaves the manner in which 

race structures serial strategies, spaces, characters, and temporality unacknowledged.  

A simple history of the intersection of serial narrative technology and raciality may help 

illustrate my point. The Western advent of the wide adoption of stereotype printing technology in 

the early nineteenth century—similar precursor technology had already been in use for years in 

China and Korea—inaugurated the broad distribution and popularity of serial narratives. This 

 
28 This is not to say that race is not addressed in Mittell’s scholarship, as, for example, his history of the 

representation of race (including whiteness) in Television and American Culture (314-329) attests, but that the 

impact of race on not only on-screen representation but narrative seriality is unaddressed. 

29 Mittell, Complex TV: The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling, 21. 
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printing technology—wherein the type plate would be cast as a mold so that the type could be 

reused and the mold could be put into a new plate for reprinting easily—is the origin of the 

English word “stereotype” in reference to racial bias. The “stereotyping” and violent domination 

that racial structures use to perpetuate themselves and their categorizations of (in)Humanness is 

itself a serial technology, a repeated narrative that shifts to incorporate reforms without changing 

the basic parameters of racial hierarchies. By attending to the seriality of television series, I 

examine the repeated structure of racial violences, while also intervening in the discourse of 

serial studies to insist it reckon with the way in which racisms and antiblackness, specifically, 

structure the modern world. Television series have the capacity to play with the audience’s 

expectations of futurity and the continuation of systems, dramatizing the continuing, serial nature 

of racial structures while perhaps also imagining (through narrative, form, or structure) liberation 

from those very violences.   

While feature-length films, for example, are also constructed through storyworld, events, 

and characters, the temporality of the serial narrative operates distinctly. TV series are consumed 

as they unfold, while many narrative options remain open, and are—as Frank Kelleter notes—

self-reflexive and self-observing systems, as the responses of the audience can and often do feed 

back into the production of television seasons.30 Serial media can play with expectations of 

futurity and the continuation of systems. For Kelleter, it is the capitalist system that 

contemporary seriality mirrors, as capitalism requires that we all see the system as continuing to 

give it meaning and futurity (i.e., money has value because we believe it will have value in the 

future). “Whatever else popular seriality tells us…it always also assures us that there will be no 

end to the return of our stories…and thus no end to the world we know and imagine and 

 
30 Kelleter, Media of Serial Narrative, 18. 
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controversially practice as our own. Serial media reproduce a sense of infinite futurity, without 

which capitalist market cultures would threaten to collapse at every crisis point.”31 I expand this 

analysis of seriality by examining how race and racialized capitalism structure seriality. 

When we approach media seriality with racial hierarchies in view, we can see the ways in 

which serial TV plays with expectations of futurity and dramatizes the continuing, serial nature 

of racial structures, including but not limited to racial capitalism. Since the inception of such 

racial scripts, they have reformed and rematerialized with regularity while maintaining a central 

equilibrium hinging on antiblackness. Despite massive changes in modern social organization, 

significant elements of racial scripts have remained consistent; think, for example, of the 

dangerous sexualization of Asian women, from the 1875 Page Act that barred many Chinese 

women from immigrating based on their “immoral” sexuality to the 2021 massage spa shootings 

in Atlanta that left six Asian women dead. These racist narratives and structures continue, not 

because they are unchanging, but because they are serial and bent on the continuation of white 

supremacy through incorporation of serial conflict and reform. They can integrate conflicts, 

resolutions, and reforms in their “infinite futurity,” “not least by encouraging these societies to 

describe themselves as participatory cultures of engagement, debate, and choice,” as Kelleter 

describes the capacities of popular seriality.32 Serial media are, then, an essential avenue for 

examining the interplay of seriality, racism, and racialization, as the structure and form of serial 

narratives mirror those of racial narratives. Media seriality responds to, reproduces, and 

negotiates these serial racial narratives and offers potential for theorizing not only their 
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continuance, but their collapse. The seriality of race underwrites and is reflected in the serial 

poetics of TV. 

Thus, we can see, too, how serial TV might also dramatize (through narrative, form, or 

structure) the desire for world-transforming, epistemic change—a vision of what lies beyond the 

narratives of serial racism. While some serial TV is comfortable in and reliant on a telos of 

equilibrium and narrative continuance, many other series strain against the patterns of seriality in 

which they perpetuate themselves, subverting, undermining, and refusing returns to narrative 

equilibrium, as, I argue below, Dear White People does.  

Campus Protests and Racial Seriality 

 The series Dear White People is unique in that it is based on a feature-length film also 

directed by the series showrunner Justin Simien, and thus analysis of the serial narrative 

structures possible in television vis-à-vis film becomes available. The narrative’s movement 

from film to serial TV crystallizes some of what is happening in media today, as TV, and 

streaming media platforms are ascending, and more and more culturally relevant and challenging 

cinematic work is occurring in the TV serial format. This film version follows many of the same 

characters—some played by different actors—and a similar basic plot to the first season of the 

series: conflict among Black student activists and white students around a Blackface party on 

campus, told through flashbacks that lead up to the party. The satirical tone is much sharper in 

the series, while the film takes its plot more seriously. The series focuses each episode on a 

different character’s narratives and backstory, a feature that is specific to the serial narrative 

context. Despite these differences, the dramatic-comedic situation—an elite fictional Ivy League 
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university called Winchester and the historically Black dormitory Armstrong-Parker House—are 

consistent between the film and series.  

Like Jerry Seinfeld’s apartment in Seinfeld or the bar in Cheers, the campus space is 

intimately connected to the narrative situation the characters find themselves in. In Dear White 

People, the Armstrong-Parker House dormitory is a key space for the main characters, and a site 

of contention in the second season over whether it should be or remain “integrated” after white 

students are moved in. The desire for Black space and autonomy is often represented by 

Armstrong-Parker, which the narrator tells us was so named after two former slave quarters were 

combined into a residence hall, which then housed Irish and Italian students, and then became 

the historically Black dorm. The sumptuous building, with wood paneling, large rooms, and its 

own dining hall often operates as a satirical stand in for Black culture, especially as other non-

Black students on campus reveal their parasitic desire for AP House, as it has the best food and 

the liveliest parties in their opinion. The lineage of Armstrong-Parker traces the boundaries of 

whiteness, as white ethnic groups become fully integrated into whiteness through it and Black 

Others are both desired and denied. 

The AP House dormitory also offers internal space for the series to present debate, 

disagreement, and political dis-alignment among the Black students, who are anything but a 

monolith. From the radical Black Student Union to the conservative Coalition for Racial 

Equality, the Black students—both collectively and individually—often disagree politically. 

Because AP is a Black space, there is room for disagreement and difference among its residents. 

Once white students are moved in, they de facto become part of the Black Caucus meetings, are 

satirized for the clueless comments they contribute, and make the space not about Black politics 

of difference, but about the relationship between what the white students see as a monolithic 
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Blackness and their own whiteness. The first season’s conflict centers on the Blackface party and 

the bald-faced racism of the Winchester institution, and the second season delves beneath, 

examining the effects of “integration” on the Black student community and the pursuit of a secret 

society called the Order of X that has deep ties to Armstrong Parker. The Black students’ 

relationship to AP House mirrors their relationship to institutional power, as their demands for 

Black autonomy in their dorm are countered with rhetoric of “diversity” and integration that 

erodes their autonomy and agency over their space. 

Though Black students believe there is a secret white conspiracy to sabotage AP House, 

it is revealed as a stinger at the end of Volume 2 that the fire in the other dorm that precipitated 

the move of white students into AP was caused not by nefarious conspirators, but by a bumbling 

white student who set fire to a microwave. This challenge to Black autonomy at AP is revealed 

to be caused by white incapacity, not by careful plotting. The humorous turn, here, makes 

whiteness a thing to be laughed at, not feared, a cathartic release of the tensions built up over a 

season of plotlines resisting the “integration” of AP. AP House’s role in the series shifts over the 

seasons, moving from a site of Black autonomy and difference to a space where Black and white 

students come into conflict with each other to a place where Black students are divided, 

disengaged, and distant from themselves and each other, as evidenced by the Volume 3 opener 

that finds Al chasing around his friends, attempting to get them to sign a petition to make 

Winchester a sanctuary campus, only to find each one too busy in their own world to participate. 

This ability to shift and change the meaning of campus spaces through serial episodes differs 

from a generic situational comedy plot, in which the core situation is preserved across episodes. 

Instead of teleologically centering the serial narrative on a core equilibrium, the seriality of Dear 
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White People embraces disequilibrium and disidentification, reflecting the experiences of Black 

students at a primarily white elite institution.  

 The former destabilization of AP House largely involves how AP is viewed and used in 

relationship across the campus and across racialized groups—a sort of horizontal relationality. 

Another key element in the serial destabilization of AP House involves characters investigating 

Armstrong Parker’s history, a vertical delving into the depth of AP and its relationship to the 

past, rather than the present. This investigation in the second season leads students Sam (Logan 

Browning) and Lionel (DeRon Horton) in another direction, looking not outward across the 

campus landscape, but down and back into what they believe is its secret history. The second 

season focuses on Sam and Lionel’s search for clues about the mysterious Order of X, a secret 

cabal of Black leaders connected to Winchester.  

This serial plotline builds with the series knowingly employing conventions of the 

adventure genre—cryptic clues, a quest across the landscape, and a climax at the revealed 

location—while also constantly subverting and questioning these generic expectations. When 

Sam connects the special sites on Lionel’s map with an X scrawled on the tablet he holds, and 

the two excitedly rush to the belltower at the center of the X, they find only a small white dog 

that has been haunting their steps. After some disappointment, a shadowy figure appears in the 

doorway to the dusty room and is revealed to be the wry narrator who opens each episode of the 

first season with knowing observations. The narrator opens the first episode of the series by 

noting, over sunny shots of the campus grounds and campus life, that the “writers rely on my 

ethnic but non-threatening voice to explain things they are too lazy to set up traditionally” and 

points out “diverse students being forced into group shots for the admissions brochure.” This 

satirical omniscient meta-narration is confined to non-diegetic moments for the first season, so 
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the narrator’s entrance as the character Dr. Edward Ruskins (Giancarlo Esposito) breaks apart the 

realism of the series’ narrative.  

Over the course of Dear White People’s four seasons, Sam (the host, then former-host of 

the titular college radio show “Dear White People”) becomes progressively more disillusioned 

and exhausted with campus politics. A firebrand in the first season, she slowly steps back from 

the frontlines of challenging the administration, eventually not even attending Black Student 

Union meetings or protests at all. Her character appears more and more tired, as she attempts to 

cut together her thesis documentary and thus to make sense of the past years and her campus. 

Black feminist scholars argue that Black women’s exhaustion should be understood as an 

oppositional act, a choice of refusal that denies neoliberal institutions the Black rage they so 

often parasitize.33 Sam’s exhaustion becomes its own kind of oppositional disidentification, as 

she puts her attention into finishing her documentary, rather than protesting the university 

institution or pursuing the shadowy Black secret society called the Order of X. Instead of 

resolving into a unified, whole, restored, or happy ending, the return to equilibrium in this serial 

narrative achieved through the plot spanning the second season (from discovery of the Order of 

X through the search for it and its final explanation) becomes a way of displaying the 

impossibility of Black representation through this realist narrative structure. Each attempt to 

uncover the truth about the Order of X exhausts the characters and twists the meta-narrative back 

on itself, as when the omniscient narrator steps onscreen as a character at the end of the quest for 

the Order of X and tells Sam and Lionel they must “kill the narrator,” pointing to the limits of 

 
33 Keeling, Queer Times, Black Futures; Bain, “The Weight of Breath: Sighing and Black Women’s Political 

Exhaustion.” 
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this type of serial narrative, limits that are challenged by the show’s serial experimentation and 

remaking of its structure. 

The exhaustion with campus politics that many Black characters in Dear White People 

display reflects a recognition of the limiting and limited grounds on which change is recognized 

in the academy. The characters are exhausted because every movement for radical redistribution 

or autonomy they pursue—including protesting a Blackface party on campus, disarming campus 

police, keeping AP House Black, and discovering the power of the Order of X—ends up 

revealing the hollowness of the target at which they have aimed their actions. The Blackface 

party was actually “kicked off” by the protagonist Sam, who sent out the invite to the party as a 

way to reveal how racist Winchester really is. The campus police officer who threatens Reggie 

with a gun is relieved of his campus duties but explains that his connections will quickly land 

him a job elsewhere. The campus police at large are not disarmed. AP House remains integrated, 

with Black and white students resigning themselves to their cohabitation. The Order of X is 

revealed to be a group of powerful Black leaders more interested in protecting one of their own 

from charges of sexual violence than in secretly orchestrating a better world. This tension 

between Black students’ radical visions for change and the resistance of the Winchester 

institution is highlighted in the exhaustion and trauma that Dear White People’s protagonists 

display as their demands for redistribution are stonewalled at every turn. In this way Dear White 

People subversively moves toward disidentification and oppositionality by lingering in the main 

characters’ growing exhaustion with the cycles of campus activism, rather than resolving them 

and briskly moving forward to the next conflict. 

 This stands in contrast to another campus sitcom, Grown-ish, which offers standard three-

point plots and arcs over seasons. This can be at least partially attributed to the series’ different 
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production constraints; Dear White People is streamed on Netflix, with more explicit content 

aimed at an older young adult audience in its hour-length episodes over ten-episode seasons. 

Grown-ish is broadcast on FreeForm, which has a history as a conservative, family-friendly, and 

youth-oriented cable network, in roughly half-hour episodes over a 20-episode season, with 

Grown-ish’s format leaning more in the direction of sitcom than drama series. In contrast to 

Dear White People’s meta-narration, structural experimentation, and obvious exhaustion of its 

Black characters with the seriality of the Black political struggle on campus, Grown-ish offers 

serial narrative that embraces a teleological move toward equilibrium. 

 In Grownish, the narrator is the protagonist of the series Zoey Johnson (Yara Shahidi), 

an aspiring fashion designer and stylist who punctuates the transitions of each episode with 

upbeat reflections on the situations she and the other characters find themselves in. The friends 

attend the fictional California University of Liberal Arts, or Cal U, a kind of stand-in for USC. 

The series is largely filmed at Disney studios, and the setting of Cal U features palm trees and 

mostly modern architecture, distinguishing this campus from the more traditional campus created 

in Dear White People. And like Dear White People, the students’ dorm rooms, residence hall 

common spaces—the characters are also invested in preserving the Black dorm, this one called 

Hawkins Hall—are key settings. Lecture halls and classrooms are fairly rarely depicted, 

especially in later seasons; the series is much more about the social aspects of college life than 

the academic. These settings also code the types of concerns that each plotline addresses. 

Romantic conflicts are largely addressed in character’s rooms or social settings like bars. 

Interpersonal conflicts—such as the conflict around Vivek’s appropriation of Black culture, 

discussed later in this chapter—unfold on the couches of common spaces. And protest is largely 

conducted outdoors in public spaces, with each type of conflict linked to spaces that gradate from 
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private to public. And while Grown-ish contains a plotline about the preservation of the Black 

dorm, it is quickly resolved. That conflict does not continue on to structure the series, as it does 

in Dear White People, nor do characters reflect on the history of the institution or the meaning of 

the campus space itself. This approach to onscreen space, in which the settings are empty vessels 

for the characters’ narratives and the relationship between the characters and their geographies 

goes unexplored, is indicative of the series’ larger politics. While Grown-ish takes on issues like 

prison divestment, police violence, and Black campus politics, it does so without a nuanced 

analysis of the positionality of characters and hierarchies of power, maintaining a telos of sitcom 

seriality that centers on resolving rather than exploring or altering conflicts. 

Campus politics are an important theme in each season, and season 3 sees Aaron Jackson 

(Trevor Jackson) taking up a campaign for prison divestment. This season sees Aaron, after 

learning about Cal U’s investments in private prisons at a Black Student Union meeting, 

performing a one-person protest by flyering the campus with signs that say, “Your Cal U tuition 

imprisons black and brown bodies.”34 When campus police arrive to stop Aaron, he refuses and 

is arrested. The next episode shows him capitalizing on the platform his protest has gained him 

by being interviewed on TV—he is flustered and it goes poorly—and organizing a protest with 

Zoey. Their action presents fashion as protest; a group of students in prison-orange jumpsuits sit 

silently outside of an administrative building demanding a “seat at the table.” Their fashion 

statement includes orange wristbands that Zooey designed as a kind of memento of the protest 

with the slogan #rattailrevolution, a reference to Aaron’s hairstyle. In the next scene, the 

students—still in their orange jumpsuits—are partying and celebrating their win, as they 

succeeded in getting an “invitation to the next board meeting.” This fashion protest is repeated in 

 
34 Grown-ish, season 3, episode 11, “Alright.” 
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the season 3 finale, as Aaron organizes Cal U students—in this final iteration, white as well as 

non-white students protest—to refuse to walk the graduate stage, unzipping their graduation 

robes to once again reveal the orange jumpsuits over the soaring music of “Glory” by Common 

and John Legend, written for the 2014 film Selma.35 The smoothness with which these protests 

take place, the slow-motion shots of students standing and revealing their orange jumpsuits, and 

the spectacle it presents portrays this protest as a group of students supporting a leader, not as a 

collective action. It seems important to note that this united multicultural protest in which white 

students take part is the one that is effective in reaching its goals, suggesting a politics that sees 

multicultural coalition as needed to effect change. The speech Aaron gives at commencement is 

no longer focused on the antiblackness of the private prison system, but on the fact that the 

graduating class “stands in unity,” underscored by all the students standing and revealing their 

orange jumpsuits. The protest has morphed from one in which the prison jumpsuits were used to 

draw a parallel between Black and Brown Cal U students and people in prison into one where the 

jumpsuits draw Black and Brown students together with white students in “unity,” moving from 

a focus on the racism of the carceral system to the solidarity of the white and non-white student 

coalition itself being the focus of the protest, with Aaron at the center. 

 This is a protest not of the fact of prisons—an abolitionist one—but of the manner in 

which student tuition was being used to support private prisons, institutions which, Ruth Wilson 

Gilmore reminds us, only house about 5% of the prison population.36 She argues that private 

prisons are parasitic on the larger public prison institutions, which she analyzes through a close 

look at California’s political economy and geography. In Gilmore’s view, the vast expansion of 

 
35 Grown-ish, season 3, episode 17, “Who Do You Love?” 

36 Gilmore, Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing California, 21. 
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the prison system in California, which grew about 500% from 1982 to 2000, despite an overall 

decrease in crime, is due not to an increase in harm or violence, but to the rhetoric of prison 

reform which enabled capital investments in building new, “better” prisons, and the subsequent 

need to fill those empty beds.37 “It was the new beds, rather than court commitments, that led the 

system’s growth.”38 Seemingly paradoxical, this insight that the investment in prison facilities in 

fact led to the increase in imprisoned people points to the dangerous rhetoric of prison reform 

that asks for newer, more humane, or better facilities for those incarcerated, and leads to an 

increasing need to fill such expensive facilities both with warehoused, incapacitated people—

prisoners—and the guards, officers, and administrators to keep them. “Efforts to free prisoners 

from crumbling prisons led to the construction program that has never ended.”39 In this twisted 

Californian serial logic, better prisons meant more prisons meant more imprisoned.  

Golden Gulag also describes how because the UC system and the California Department 

of Corrections (CDC) drew on a shared state general fund and were in this way in direct 

competition for funds, the university began to criticize the “inefficiency” of the CDC and 

position itself as “a necessary player in the CDC project as a supplier of efficiency expertise.40 

This points to how the carceral is overlaid into the college, and how each one exists in a 

symbiotic relationship to the other. If Gilmore sees California as a golden gulag, a prison state 

with a sunny exterior, then the university is not an innocent space in this shiny carceral 

geography. While the prison exists to incapacitate and warehouse people society deems 
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uncontrollable, impossible, or undesirable—often Black, Native, and Latinx— the university 

exists to educate and indoctrinate those whom society deems productive and possible: the 

student, the scholar-athlete, the future employee. This is not to say that there is not freedom 

found in academy spaces or student movements, any more than it is to say that prisoners are not 

able to organize, resist, study, or sing because of the harsh conditions of their imprisonment. It is 

simply to name the function of the institution. The California university—public and private—

contributes to the carceral landscape it exists in through disciplining student debt, studies of 

efficiency, and rhetorics of educational uplift that cement those without such access as criminal. 

Aaron’s commencement protest shows how the narrative of reform without material 

transformation—in university structure, in carceral systems—simply resets the serial cycle.  

As Zooey’s opening narration to the season 3 finale describes, “Cal U’s commencement 

was shut down…all because one determined Black man refused to take ‘no’ for an answer.” In 

the next scene at Aaron’s graduation party, the group gets the news that Cal U is divesting from 

private prisons following Aaron’s commencement protest. In this vision of campus protest, the 

surface is the explicit site of change, as the fashion protest proclaims, and protest is centered on 

exceptional individuals and their narratives. This upholds, rather than critiques, the telos of 

reform and returns the series to equilibrium, as the students celebrate their win. Grown-ish shows 

characters satisfied with reform and a return to equilibrium after each episode’s conflict and 

imagines individual and masculine achievement as the grounds on which social change occurs.  

 

 

Serial Asianness and the Campus 
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The college campus and its politics is a key space in which the political formations of 

Asianness and Blackness are imagined together. If the Asian-owned convenience store is a space 

operationalized onscreen for exploring Black-Asian conflict, then the campus grounds are a 

screen on which imaginations of Black-Asian cooperation are projected. In these contemporary 

television series, the ground of Black-Asian coalition is both gestured to and disavowed, and the 

relationship of Asian Americans to the perpetuation of racial seriality at university institutions is 

unexplored. 

The construction of Asian American racilization in the U.S. is a serial narrative, a story 

that plays out over the foundational “situation” of antiblackness. The seriality of Asian American 

racialization involves white supremacist backlash to the possibilities of Black-Asian solidarities, 

repeated through history. For example, the Asian Coolie figure was imagined to form a buffer 

between the planter class and the newly emancipated Black workers, to be a mechanism that 

allowed for legal emancipation without radical revolution in the status of Black people and the 

state they had rebelled against, positioning Asianness as a buffer between white supremacy and 

Black radical demands for liberation. This scheme to bring in large numbers of Coolie workers 

led to rabid anti-Asian sentiment, especially among the white lower classes, who saw the move 

toward Coolieism as a way for the upper planter classes to reconsolidate power in their own 

hands. The Chinese Exclusion Act, then, should be understood as not only motivated by anti-

Asian racism but also by refusal on the part of white citizens to countenance even the possibility 

that a non-white coalition of power among Black people and Asian Americans might arise.  

Specters of such a fear arise again in a serial narrative after the 1965 Hart Cellers Act, 

reforming immigration laws to allow—especially educated, well-off—Asian immigrants and 

refugees. The numbers of Asian immigrants in the U.S. rose in the ‘60s and ‘70s alongside 
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movements of Black power and Black radicalism. Paralleling this was the rise in rhetoric of 

Asianness as the model minority, often promulgated by white critics and reporters. Central to the 

idea of the model minority was education status and attainment among Asian American 

populations, implicitly (and at times explicitly) suggesting education as the solution for Black 

Americans’ economic and social disenfranchisement. Here we see education—especially post-

secondary education—and Asianness narrated together as a tool for disciplining Black 

Americans into “proper” ways of being.  

In many ways consistent with the underlying constructions of Coolie racialization, the 

post-1965 Asian Immigrant was racialized as hardworking, quiet, unassuming, and not 

powerful—an assimilative rather than disruptive force. Still, certain sectors of white supremacy 

(especially, again, working-class whites), certainly saw Asianness as disruptive to their interests, 

to which the beating and murder of Vincent Chin attests. As political scientist Claire Jean Kim 

describes it, “Asian Americans are uniquely positioned at the conjuncture of White supremacy 

and anti-Blackness.  From the arrival of the first Chinese immigrants during the Gold Rush to the 

present, Asians have been figured as not White but also, and primarily, as not Black.”41 This 

positioning of Asianness as an alternative to the radical demands of Blackness that the Civil 

Rights Movement and Black Nationalism represented again proposed Asianness as a kind of 

racial reform—a means of sidestepping the demands for Black liberation by highlighting a non-

white, “successful” minority, elaborating a serial narrative of Asian American racialization. 

This serial narrative of Asianness as a tool of racial reform (buffering against Black 

radicalism) rematerializes in the current affirmative action litigation on college campuses. 

Beginning with Regents of University of California v. Bakke in 1978, conservatives attempted to 

 
41 Kim, “Are Asians the New Blacks?,” 226. 
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challenge affirmative action in college admissions, after it began to be enacted in the 1960s as a 

remedy for decades of racial discrimination in admissions processes.  Though the Supreme Court 

upheld affirmative action in Bakke, they did so only as it benefitted the student body to have a 

“diverse” campus experience, effectively doing away with the reparative function of affirmative 

action. Instead of affirmative action, which attempts to address the consistent patterns of racial 

domination that position Blackness in abjection, diversity is proposed as an alternative reform. In 

this manner “[r]ace-conscious admissions was saved, then, but only after it was effectively 

delinked from slavery, segregation, and the general contours of an anti-Black society. Blacks 

could be admitted in higher numbers to higher education, as long as this was framed not in terms 

of what was owed to them as a matter of justice, but rather in terms of what would enhance 

(White) students’ abilities to thrive in a multicultural world,” as described by Claire Jean Kim.42 

Thus, in the debates over affirmative action and race-conscious admissions, neoliberal reformism 

has yet again parasitically linked itself to Asianness, resurrecting the serial narrative that—in the 

face of Black demands for liberation—turns to Asianness as a non-white, non-Black buffering 

force. 

Bakke has been succeeded by a number of cases challenging the remnants of affirmative 

action in recent years, including Grutter v. Bollinger et al. (2003) challenging admissions 

processes at the University of Michigan Law School and Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin 

et al. (I and II), both of which featured white women defendants who argued that race-conscious 

admission violated their Fourteenth Amendment rights after being rejected from their respective 

schools of choice. Turning from white women defendants, conservative activist Ed Blum and 

others have now taken up Asian American applicants as the aggrieved party with Students for 

 
42 Kim, 225. 
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Fair Admissions v. Harvard et al. and Students for Fair Admissions v. University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill, both of which cases are working their way up through lower courts to 

the Supreme Court. In these cases, the (willing and unwilling) conscription of Asianness as an 

aggrieved party in an “Asian spoilers” narrative attempts to dismantle race-conscious admissions 

entirely. This string of court cases challenging the practice of considering race in admissions has 

been amply analyzed by Kim, who uncovers in the legal briefs and decisions a  

logic [that] denies the specificity of Black subjection—the foundational role it has played 

in the nation’s origins and history and its persistence today as a structural feature of 

society— and instead proffers a view of society as a noisy competition of comparably 

situated “ethnic” groups. It throws a pluralistic veil over a Negrophobic social order that 

both abjects Blackness as a foil to superior Whiteness and defines the status of other 

groups by their proximity or distance from Whiteness and, especially, Blackness.43 

In Kim’s analysis, Asianness is invoked regularly in legal documents and briefs as a kind of 

“spoiler” that upsets the logic of racial subjection because of the comparative “success” of Asian 

Americans in gaining admittance to higher education and the subsequent possibility of 

discrimination against Asian Americans for spots they have rightfully “earned” through model 

minority achievement. Such arguments point to Asianness “to thwart Petitioner’s attempted 

specification of Black subjection and to render Black suffering legally unrecognizable.”44 If 

briefs and legal decisions in Bakke conscripted Asianness to lend credence to the idea that 

parsing out the differences between racial group positioning would be impossible, thus setting up  

milquetoast diversity metrics as permissible while quotas and reparations were not, then the 

Students for Fair Admissions cases attempt to further deny an antiblack order by claiming that 

Asian American students are those most discriminated against in admissions judgements.  

 
43 Kim, 219. 

44 Kim, 220. 
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But Asian American student activists have consistently rejected such a role and declared 

themselves unequivocally as allied with Black liberation. College campuses have been an 

important site in Asian American politics—even the term “Asian American” is often considered 

first coined in 1968 on the UC-Berkley campus to name the student activist group Asian 

American Political Alliance. In turn, campus politics have shaped the relationships between 

Asianness and Blackness in crucial ways. And as student activists engage with the seriality of 

campus politics, we see reflected in campus television series the frustrations of Black students 

with the limited scope of reform. The racial seriality they face operates to suppress Black 

demands for liberation and often invokes Asianness to do so, as the narratives of Asianness 

rehearsed above reveal. By tracing the stories of Asianness presented in these series, we can 

explore how Asianness is imagined to exist in relationship to antiblackness in the context of 

campus politics.  

Both Dear White People and Grown-ish, as Black-led productions, focus on Black 

student politics, but both also acknowledge and attempt to encompass coalition-building across 

racialized groups. Dear White People takes Black subjection as its central theme, while Grown-

ish leans more toward viewing campus as made up of a messy-but-equivalent set of different 

ethnic groups. Dear White People’s structure and the main characters’ affect—increasingly tired 

and disillusioned—reflects the serial nature of racist institutions and their ability to incorporate 

reforms to strengthen their institutional power, but neither have a clear picture of how Asian 

American campus politics exist in relationship to the racial structures they propose. Both series 

narrate Asian Americans as external to the central racial structures examined, but willing (and 

even automatic) allies. Despite the fact that Asian American students make up significant 

proportions of the student bodies of both California universities and the Ivy League, the contexts 
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in which Grown-ish and Dear White People, respectively, are set, there are few Asian American 

students portrayed on campus. Investigating how and why few Asian American students are 

portrayed on these campuses can help us understand the ways that Asianness is narrated 

alongside serial racial reformism on campus, Black student politics, and Black liberation more 

broadly, without simply claiming more or better representation as the panacea for Asian 

American invisibility. 

On its surface, Grown-ish might be fertile ground for analyzing the relationships of 

Asianness and Blackness on campus, as one of the main characters in the ensemble cast is South 

Asian. Vivek Shah (Jordan Buhat), a Gujarati-American college student and drug dealer who 

idolizes Drake. His character has been the center of some criticism, from his cultural 

appropriation of Blackness to the casting of Buhat, who is Filipino Canadian, to play a South 

Asian character, to the character’s disdain for his culture and roots.45 Vivek’s Asianness is 

marked not by his culture, politics, or relationships, but by his refusal of all three. He looks down 

on his father for being a cab driver and even calls him a “bum with no ambition.” He immerses 

himself in Black culture and is never shown speaking to another Asian American student. In this 

portrayal, Asianness is marked by renunciation and assimilation—not to the dominant white 

culture, but to Black culture.  And though Vivek’s appropriation of Black culture is a plotline in 

a season 3 episode, including him using Black vernacular, wearing a wave cap, and using Black 

digital avatars, the plotline is resolved by having a Black character—Doug (Diggy Simmons)—

apologize to Vivek for being too harsh in his criticism of him and invite him to continue staying 

in the Black dorm.46 This vision of Asianness as non-white, non-Black, and without a distinct 

 
45 Menon, “‘Grown-Ish’ Can Do Better When It Comes to Pushing The Envelope of Representation.” 

46 Grown-ish, season 2, episode 17, “Strictly 4 My…” 
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politics other than to be more successful than one’s parents reflects the idea of Asianness that 

focuses on individual success and aspirations without a view of collective liberation. While the 

Black characters on Grown-ish engage in varied campus politics, from protecting the Black 

affinity space to fighting over policing to prison divestment, Vivek is characteristically sunny 

and unconcerned.  

Even the mini “drug war” that is unleashed on Cal U’s campus, mostly for comic-satirical 

effect in season 1, has no effect on Vivek, who refuses to worry or to fight the tightening of 

campus security and the crackdown that the Black students fear. Zooey, concerned, tells him, 

“You’re the brown kid on financial aid who’s going to take the fall. To them [the white students 

he deals drugs to], you’re disposable.”47 Vivek remains sanguine and unbothered because the 

access to wealthy circles he has now makes him feel “like [he’s] not the cab driver’s son.” He 

sells more and more, ramping up his operation so that by the end of the episode, despite being 

beaten in a mugging and having some hinted-at interaction with campus police, he is running a 

small campus empire with runners and lieutenants. Here, the crackdown on campus policing of 

drugs is depicted as only worrying and affecting the Black students, who point out that the 

wealthy, white legacy students will not be caught up and stage a brief protest. And even though 

Vivek is caught in a drug-related incident and hospitalized—we know the campus police are 

involved because his parents arrive at his bedside and say the police told them it was drug-

related—there are no consequences and no arrest for Vivek.  

In this narrow vision of the prison industrial complex and the white supremacy that it 

supports, only Black people are harmed. This elides the way that white supremacy and 

antiblackness harms everyone, including Brown people, Asians, and poor whites, offering an 

 
47 Grown-sh, season 1, episode 9, “Who Gon Stop Me.” 
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identity-based understanding of racist hierarchies that overlooks the relationships between 

groups, the porous boundaries that allow systems designed to control and oppress one group to 

catch others in their network of harm. Here, Asianness as performed by Vivek is apart from the 

prison-industrial complex and the racial structures it bespeaks, striving for individual success 

without a sense of collectivity.  

This pattern is repeated at the end of the third season, as Vivek is pulled over by police 

with his extensive stash of drugs in the car. The cliffhanger ending leaves the episode right as 

Vivek’s girlfriend sees the drugs as the cops are walking up to the car. This cliffhanger dangles 

the possibility of Vivek’s embroilment in the criminal punishment system yet again, but in the 

first episode of season four, Vivek sits by a pool in Mexico with his friends and cheerily explains 

that he got “the lawyer who defends all the revenge-porn dudes” and is confident he will get out 

of this scrape with the law. Meanwhile, in the same episode, Aaron and Zoey are caught by 

Mexican police while kissing on a beach at night and are then taken into custody, again setting 

Vivek’s narrative alongside—but not in—the antiblackness of the prison-industrial complex. 

Vivek’s struggle with the fallout of his drug-dealing is almost entirely personal and domestic, 

especially in his strained relationship with his immigrant parents. He fears telling them about his 

illegal activities and expulsion more than the expulsion itself. Vivek’s racialization is not defined 

by emplacement in a racial geography of carcerality, but instead by his relationship to his family 

of origin, narrating Asianness as again outside of antiblack racial hierarchies, reducing it to 

domestic and familial relationships. The fact that this pattern—Vivek being caught by police in 

his informal economy drug sales—repeats in the series suggests Grown-ish’s inability to 

satisfactorily resolve this episode. Even though in both instances Vivek’s conflict is concluded 

swiftly, the return to the pattern bespeaks a lingering excess beyond the serial episodic resolution 
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and return to equilibrium, a sense that the individual, domestic narration of Asianness that 

Grown-ish offers is incomplete and unstable. 

 Dear White People, on the other hand, approaches its paucity of Asian American 

characters with a satirical edge. The series’ knowing style presents Asian American characters as 

wry plot points—while winking at the audience as if to say, “We know this is stereotypical.” One 

such character is Ikumi, who walks up to Reggie, Joelle (Ashley Blaine Featherson), Al (Jemar 

Michael), and Rashid (Jeremy Tardy) at a football tailgate apropos of nothing. The friends had 

brought Reggie to the tailgate as an attempt to cheer him up after he becomes lovelorn over his 

crush, Sam, dating Gabe. This episode is the only one in which Ikumi prominently figures. She 

announces that she “hates everyone” but them and that “I’m the new girl you guys are going to 

share your weed with, your new catch-all Asian friend.” They pass her their vape, and she 

responds, “Yass, my people.” By having Ikumi call herself their “catch-all Asian friend,” the 

series acknowledges both the existence of Asianness on campus and knowingly satirizes such 

shallow engagement with the relationality of Asianness and Blackness.48 After meeting the 

group, they go to the movies and discuss the options for representation available onscreen: 

tragedy porn or cheap urban comedies. They each take turns stepping forward and talking into 

the camera, calling out the paucity of options for onscreen Black representation and the 

misrepresentations they see, for example, in Quentin Tarantino films. Then Ikumi steps up and 

says, “It must really suck to only have two movies this month with people who look like you. 

Try having the same two options since 2000. All I got is The Joy Luck Club and Crouching 

 
48 This comment can also be understood as an intertextual reference to the character Sungmi (unnamed in the script) 

in the film version, who is present at a BSU meeting because they have “better snacks” and offers the support of 

Latinx and Asian student groups meeting across the hall.  
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Tiger.” Whereas the other characters’ complaints had been addressed to the camera and thus to 

the viewing audience, Ikumi’s complaint is addressed both to the other onscreen characters and 

to the camera. This presents onscreen Black representation and narrative possibilities in the 

context of Asian representation in a zero-sum game, as if Asian invisibility makes the 

hypervisibility of Blackness a less urgent matter, while also, due to the satirical tone, suggesting 

that such limited ways of viewing representational possibilities are at least suspect.  While the 

series deftly questions Black representational politics, it takes such politics at face value in terms 

of Asianness, attempting both to point out and to alleviate the issue of Asian American 

invisibility through Ikumi’s character, without questioning what kind of Asian American 

representation is liberatory, as it does with Blackness onscreen.  

 The episode in which Ikumi appears midway through the first season is pivotal. Later in 

the episode, the group of friends (including Ikumi) progress to a house party where Reggie is 

threatened at gunpoint by campus police, as described in the first paragraphs of this chapter. The 

scene is filmed from over the cop’s shoulder, capturing Reggie’s fear and the fear of the other 

students held at the point of his gun. Once the cop pulls his gun, his gun replaces his face in shot-

countershot constructions of the scene, and only the blurred back of the officer’s head enters the 

frame. His individual identity disappears, and he becomes a faceless agent of racist fear as the 

camera focuses on the Black students’ reactions to the violence his presence enacts and 

threatens. The visuality of the scene focuses not on the actions of the officer—as so many of the 

cellphone videos of violent police encounters with Black men strategically do—but on the effect 

his actions have on the people who are subject to his intimidation and control. The framing of 

this scene mirrors the plot’s emphasis on the emotional trauma visited on the students’ 

community from this interaction, the trauma that comes from being made into unwilling 
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observers of antiblack state (and institutional, as he is a campus police officer) violence. In this 

scene, the power lies with the person who is least represented onscreen—the police officer who 

becomes an out-of-focus presence once he pulls his gun and makes himself into an apparatus of 

terror—and the students’ fear, as well as Reggie’s, stems from the fact that this apparatus has, in 

this moment, control over their present and possible futures.  

 What does it mean, then, that this episode contains both Reggie’s and Ikumi’s stories? 

What does the plotline concerning Blackness, Asianness, and onscreen representation have to do 

with the police violence at the climax of the episode? Significantly, there is no intersection 

between these storylines; Ikumi’s plotline exists on a continuum that inexorably leads to the 

police encounter, and her sudden and unexplained appearance and integration into the friend 

group functions as a red herring that makes the climax all the more powerful because it is 

unexpected. The stakes that are established throughout the narrative arc are significantly 

smaller—Reggie is lovelorn over Sam, the friends decry the representational capacities of the 

movies on offer at the theater—than the gratuitous violence threatened in the climax. This 

contrast suggests that debates over representation pale in the face of the persistence, depth, and 

force of antiblackness in ordering relationships to oneself and each other. Reggie’s relationship 

to himself and his community’s relationship to him is deformed by this police terror, such that 

the episode ends with Sam calling through his door to him as the audience watches him quietly 

sob with his back against it.  

Though Ikumi is present for the dance-floor argument about cultural appropriation and 

for the police encounter that follows, she is never one of the students focused on in the reaction 

shots, which cut to both Black and white students terrified. She is at the margin of the frame, in 

the background, at the edge of presence. The visuality of the scene, the framing and focus of the 
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shots, and the plot that presents Ikumi’s storyline as a diversion from the climax of antiblack 

violence disappears and disavows the possibilities of Asian Americans existing in relationship to 

antiblack state violence—either by occasioning it, as does the white student who calls the police 

to the house party, or by being subjected by it, as the Black students forced to watch are. 

Asianness is presented in Dear White People not as the target of state violence or as the intended 

audience for it, as only white and Black students are focused on in the reaction shots.  

Nuance in the serial relationships of Asianness and Blackness to each other is not 

available in Dear White People because Ikumi’s narrative is episodic, not serial. She appears in 

several episodes, but her character’s story does not unfold serially—instead she is wholly (and 

often satirically) episodic. At first, she’s the group’s new “catchall Asian friend,” next she’s 

dating Rashid (who is trying to show Joelle that he’s over her), and then she appears in a 

graduate T.A. union organizing meeting, and it turns out she’s been a graduate student the whole 

time, making her character arc even more confusing. What is consistent between these situations 

is that the series satirizes the way Ikumi is characterized as a stereotype and a tool, not as a 

rounded character. The serial arcs of DWP push the boundaries of sitcom seriality, 

experimenting with genre, storytelling, and temporality—as, in the first volume, for example, the 

series explores the lead up to and fall out of one night—the Blackface party—through multiple 

perspectives and experiences of time. Yet, the series relegates Asian Americans to episodic 

agents, forming Ikumi as a kind of backdrop against which other narratives play out, part of the 

architecture of the campus, a setting that is returned to but not altered. And though serial 

narratives of Asianness are important to Asian American racialization, Ikumi’s disjointed 

episodic appearances leave no room to explore how narratives of Asianness—especially in 

relationship to antiblackness—repeat, reoccur, and rematerialize serially in campus politics. 



 140 

Understanding the seriality of race means seeing the intersection of Asianness and antiblack 

police violence instantiated in the convergence of Ikumi’s and Reggie’s narratives not as an 

aberration, but as an integral part of Asian American racialization in the U.S.—a central element 

of its serial narrative. 

Serial Demands on Campus 

Though these campus television series ultimately foreclose—rather than expand—

possibilities for exploring the relationships of Asianness and Blackness to campus politics, other 

serial media can offer glimpses into this complex zone of relationality. On my own campus at 

UNC-Chapel Hill, Black-led student collectives have been creating a series of demands of the 

university administration that speak across time to one another, and that offer an evolving serial 

narrative of the ways in which Asianness and Blackness construct UNC’s racialized geography. 

In 1968, just five years after the first Black woman undergraduate enrolled at UNC, the Black 

Student Movement (BSM) released a list of 23 demands. These demands were produced after the 

university proved itself unresponsive and only willing to make “token, symbolic acts which do 

not meet the educational needs of currently enrolled or systemically rejected minority group 

members.” They included dropping the use of the SAT when evaluating Black applicants, 

establishing a Department of African and Afro-American Studies, establishing Black autonomy 

and jurisdiction in over the cases of Black students in student “Judiciary Courts,” alleviating the 

“intolerable working conditions” of Black university workers, and that the “University use its 

influence to promote those activities of the Black community which will enhance the 

developments of Black control of the Black community.”49 These demands are a mix of 

 
49 Black Student Movement, “List of 23 Demands of the Black Student Movement.” 
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practical, achievable goals and demands that—if met—would remake the university entirely, 

setting forth a difference vision for what public higher education in North Carolina could be. 

In then-Chancellor Sitterson’s 19-page, point-by-point response, he hesitates over the 

dropping of the SAT requirements, for example, but “is in agreement with the BSM” regarding 

recruiting more Black athletes.50 In response to demands concerning representation—of Black 

athletes, Black admissions counselors—the chancellor generally agrees. But in response to more 

radical demands—Black autonomy over Black students’ disciplinary cases, or that the University 

invest in the surrounding Black community by working toward establishing indoor plumbing, 

low-rent housing co-ops, and paved streets—Sitterson replies that his office, or the university as 

a whole, does not have jurisdiction over those matters, an insufficient but fitting response, as 

those demands necessitate a re-imagining of what the university is and can do.  

 As is the case at institutions across the country, these demands proved to be the start of a 

serial medium. Black students issued further demands in 1973 and 1979, and in 1998 the BSM 

issued “22 New Demands” to the then-Chancellor Michael Hooker, rhetorically linking them to 

the 1968 demands by the inclusion of “new” in the title, both pointing to the consistency of 

Black activism and of the university’s failure to respond adequately. In 2015, the Real Silent 

Sam Coalition—a multiracial coalition of students led by Black queer women and non-binary 

students focused on the removal of the Confederate monument on campus known as Silent 

Sam— issued demands.51 Some are similar to others offered previously, as with the demand to 

end the use of SAT and ACT tests in admission processes. Others, such as the demand to “stop 

contracting with Aramark and all other corporate entities,” citing Aramark’s deep “investment[s] 

 
50 Sitterson, “Chancellor Sitterson’s Statement in Response to the BSM’s Demands · UNC Libraries.” 

51 Real Silent Sam Coalition, “A Collective Response to Anti-Blackness.” 
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in the expansion of the prison industrial complex” and a section of demands concerning police 

and prison abolition, bespeak a changing political climate in which mass incarceration and 

neoliberal privatization have risen to political consciousness as one of the central means of 

enacting racial violence. “Policing as an institution must be abolished, and must be replaced with 

restorative and transformative justice practices, rather than functioning as a mouth into our penal 

system.” These demands also address globalized economies, as they insist UNC drop its 

contracts with VF Corporation to produce UNC apparel, citing their reneging on the Accord on 

Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh. Most recently, in response to the tension between Black 

students and the administration resulting from the denial of tenure for renowned journalist 

Hannah Nikole-Jones, the BSM released a new set of 13 demands that address sexual violence 

against Black and Indigenous women and the safety of the Black student community from white 

supremacist terror.52  

If these serial demands stretching from 1968 to the present are considered solely for their 

ability to create institutional change, then they could be viewed as a story of failure, as UNC 

remains in large part an institution deeply entrenched in white supremacy overlaid with a sheen 

of multiculturalism. The Real Silent Sam coalition notes, “In 1968 the Black Student Movement 

issued 23 demands to the University. Almost 50 years have passed, but if you look at the 

demands you realize we are still dealing with exactly the same issues: little has changed. There is 

no institutional will to enact a shift away from white supremacist, patriarchal capitalism. There is 

no institutional will to recognize the antiblackness that stains the very roots of this University.”53 

Dear White People, too, shows its Black characters’ exhaustion with the churning serial racial 
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reforms of the university and the inability of the institution to countenance transformation. But 

these demands at UNC both acknowledge the continuing and serial patterns of systemic racism 

and harm perpetuated by the university and write into the world a collective imagination of 

liberation grounded in the racialized geography of Chapel Hill. Rather than taking the 

university’s ability to serially reform without transformation as absolute, the Coalition offers an 

alternate vision of a radical futurity rooted not in plantation logics but collective care. They 

assert, “We are not trying to integrate into a violent system, while others among our people are 

suffering both inside and outside the University. For this reason, it is high time that serious 

structural alterations be made to higher education. Our aspirations are untainted: free tuition via a 

University open to all, abolition of the police and prisons, free and collectivized housing and 

food, and more.”54 Notably, each demand begins with “We DEMAND…,” emphasizing the 

collective will to “take what is ours” and, more subtly, the assertion of a community, of a 

collective “we” forged through solidarity that has negotiated, struggled, agreed, and demanded 

together. Understanding these demands as oriented only—or even primarily—to the university 

administration overlooks how they speak to the communities that birthed them, setting forth 

goals and values for their fugitive community.  

These serial demands show students again and again negotiating, redefining, and re-

imagining what the university and their community could be. As the focus of demands shift, 

broaden, and evolve they show a radical student movement intent on meeting the needs of their 

community and the communities around them. The seriality of the situation that the students are 

met with has caused them not to soften their resolve, but to sharpen and broaden their analysis, to 

continue to challenge the foundations of the university, and to use serial media to highlight the 

 
54 Coalition, 1. 



 144 

patterns the university uses to constantly evade transformation and instead institute modest 

reform.  

The 2015 Real Silent Sam Coalition demands are some of the most wide-ranging, and 

include demands responding to the exploitation of Southeast Asian refugee housekeeping 

workers at UNC. In so doing they subvert the narratives of Asianness on campus that focus 

exclusively on Asian American students. Between 2006 and 2011, a housekeeping director at 

UNC used his position to extort refugee workers—many of whom spoke little English and did 

not have access to grievance forms provided entirely in English—for sex and money.55 This 

coincided with the firing and retiring of Black housekeepers, who have had a long and successful 

history of worker organizing for better pay and conditions at UNC, and a turn to hire 

immigrants—Latinx and refugee Burmese, Chin, Kachin, Rohingya, and Karen workers—in 

their place.56 While a university-sponsored report notes tension between Black, Southeast Asian, 

and Latinx workers, the Real Silent Sam Coalition chooses to demand safety against “all forms 

of racist, gendered violence,” specifically singling out the issues of sexual exploitation of 

“women from Burma” and a worker from El Salvador.57 In this way, the coalition refuses the 

logic that pits workers of color against each other (as reflected in the UNC-commissioned report, 

which highlights intergroup tensions as a core issue of concern, thus effectively putting the 

responsibility for poor working conditions on the workers themselves), and instead asserts a 

radical feminist solidarity of Asian, Black, and Latinx workers and students. This demand 

acknowledges the differences in structural position of racialized groups and demands safety and 

 
55 Bernabeu, “Trabajadora Hispana Ganó Juicio Contra UNC Por Acoso Sexual | Qué Pasa.” 

56 Dimpfl, “Clean Bodies, Dirty Work: Discomfort and Housekeeping Labor at a University in the US South.” 

57 Bernabeu, “Trabajadora Hispana Ganó Juicio Contra UNC Por Acoso Sexual | Qué Pasa.” 
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a healthy futurity for all marginalized people. Instead of acceding to the narrative of Asianness as 

a privileged model minority—and as a group disadvantaged by the consideration of race in 

admissions, as the Students for Fair Admissions vs. UNC case does—the Real Silent Sam 

Coalition offers a nuanced vision of Asianness that centers refugees and the most marginalized 

and is grounded in both a recognition of antiblackness “that stains the very roots” and a 

“living…evolving” story.58 These serial at UNC demands have accreted over time, and with that 

serial growth has come an even more expansive collective imagination in “visioning and 

rebuilding education for the better,” a seriality that is in the service of destroying antiblackness 

and systemic institutional racism, rather than perpetuating it.  

Both the archival documents of student movements and the television series examined 

here offer narratives of Asianness and Blackness that shape and entwine with each other. They 

also ground their seriality within the foundational situation of antiblackness, a world ordered 

around Black abjection. On this ground, Asianness can experiment with its serial narrative, and 

can deform and disidentify as we collude in overthrowing the antiblack order of things. How 

may Asianness refuse to be used to perpetuate serial racisms? One way is by recognizing the 

seriality of the narrative that enfolds us and gathering fugitive power to alter it—by refusal to be 

counted, by strategic invisibility, by oppositionality to institutions of power, by turning not to the 

state but to communities of care for safety, as evidenced in the serial student demands at UNC. 

Another way, suggested in the series Dear White People, is to reflect our exhaustion at the zero-

sum game that serial racial reformism tries to recruit non-white people to play; turning from the 

institution as it tries to parasitize the narratives of its students as it reforms and rematerializes is a 

refusal to reinvigorate a dying beast with one’s own lifeblood. A serial narrative is not an 

 
58 Coalition, “A Collective Response to Anti-Blackness,” 1. 
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immortal one—it is simply a plot that imagines many controlled ends and beginnings, returning 

to equilibrium, upsetting equilibrium, and returning again. Though this is a highly flexible format 

that enables serial narrative continuance, it is also vulnerable to alteration, experimentation, and 

fugitive worldmaking outside the serial plot. Race itself is a temporal structure, and a serial one, 

but this is not the totality of racial time. Racialized students have created their own serial 

temporal frames and spaces, experimenting with seriality and offering alternative visions of our 

world, resisting simple returns to equilibrium. By thinking with the racial seriality of television 

series, we can see cracks in the narrative, places where the weeds of transformation emerge, 

undaunted, resilient, and transformative, as their growing roots break the serial narrative open. 

 



 147 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 

Asian American Political Alliance. “Understanding of AAPA.” CES ARC 2015/1 Location, no. 

Folder 28 (1968). 

Attardo, Salvatore. “Sitcoms.” In Encyclopedia of Humor Studies. 2455 Teller Road, Thousand 

Oaks, California 91320 : SAGE Publications, Inc., 2014. 

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483346175.n313. 

Bain, Kimberly. “The Weight of Breath: Sighing and Black Women’s Political Exhaustion.” In 

English Department. Chapel Hill, NC, 2020. 

Barris, Kenya and Larry Wilmore, creators. Grown-ish. Seasons 1-4. FreeForm, 2017-2022. 

https://www.freeform.com/shows/grown-ish. 

Bernabeu, Jose Vicente. “Trabajadora Hispana Ganó Juicio Contra UNC Por Acoso Sexual | Qué 

Pasa.” Qué Pasa, 2013. https://quepasamedia.com/noticias/raleigh-durham/trabajadora-

hispana-gano-juicio-contra-unc-por-acoso-sexual/. 

Black Student Movement. “Demands for Our Community.” Accessed April 17, 2022. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1ekWxL1J-pzfmk82-YlqO0SWycpPoLkkT/view. 

———. “List of 23 Demands of the Black Student Movement.” UNC Libraries, 1968. 

https://exhibits.lib.unc.edu/items/show/836. 

Bobrow, Anna G. “Restoring Honor: Ending Racial Disparities in University Honor Systems.” 

Virginia Law Review 106 (2020): 47–70. 

https://www.cavalierdaily.com/article/2018/10/perkins-. 

Conklin, John E. Campus Life in the Movies: A Critical Survey from the Silent Era to the 

Present. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co. Publishers, 2008. 

“Demands and Explanation - SF State College Strike Collection.” Accessed March 17, 2021. 

https://diva.sfsu.edu/collections/strike/bundles/187909. 

Dhillon, Jaskiran. Prairie Rising: Indigenous Youth, Decolonization, and the Politics of 

Intervention. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017. 

https://catalog.lib.unc.edu/catalog/UNCb8872955. 

Dimpfl, Mike. “Clean Bodies, Dirty Work: Discomfort and Housekeeping Labor at a University 

in the US South.” Https://Doi-

Org.Libproxy.Lib.Unc.Edu/10.1080/0966369X.2022.2035696, 2022. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2022.2035696. 

Field, Allyson Nadia. “The Aesthetics of Uplift.” In Uplift Cinema, 33–82. Duke University 

Press, 2015. https://doi.org/10.1215/9780822375555-002. 

Gilmore, Ruth Wilson. Golden Gulag: Prisons, Surplus, Crisis, and Opposition in Globalizing 



 148 

California. 1st ed. University of California Press, 2007. 

———. “Making Abolition Geography in California’s Central Valley.” The Funambulist 

Magazine 21 (2019). https://thefunambulist.net/making-abolition-geography-in-californias-

central-valley-with-ruth-wilson-gilmore. 

Hanson, Melanie. “Student Loan Debt by Race: Analysis of Statistics.” Education Data 

Initiative, 2021. https://educationdata.org/student-loan-debt-by-race. 

Keeling, Kara. Queer Times, Black Futures. New York: New York University Press, 2019. 

https://doi.org/10.18574/nyu/9780814748329.001.0001. 

Kelleter, Frank, ed. Media of Serial Narrative. Colombus: The Ohio State University Press, 

2017. 

Kim, Claire Jean. “Are Asians the New Blacks?” Du Bois Review, 2018, 1–28. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742058X18000243. 

Law, Victoria, and Maya Schenwar. Prison by Any Other Name: The Harmful Consequences of 

Popular Reforms. New York : The New Press, 2020., 2020. 

https://catalog.lib.unc.edu/catalog/UNCb10330184. 

Lotz, Amanda D. The Television Will Be Revolutionized. New York: New York University Press, 

2014. 

Maeda, Daryl. Chains of Babylon: The Rise of Asian America. University of Minnesota Press, 

2009. 

Marez, Curtis. University Babylon. University Babylon. University of California Press, 2020. 

https://doi.org/10.1525/9780520973190. 

Melamed, Jodi. Represent and Destroy : Rationalizing Violence in the New Racial Capitalism. 

Difference Incorporated. Minneapolis: Univ.ersity of Minnesota Pressr, 2011. 

https://catalog.lib.unc.edu/catalog/UNCb8079045. 

Menon, Radhika. “‘Grown-Ish’ Can Do Better When It Comes to Pushing The Envelope of 

Representation.” Decider, 2018. https://decider.com/2018/02/22/grownish-representation/. 

Mittell, Jason. Complex TV: The Poetics of Contemporary Television Storytelling. New York: 

New York University Press, 2015. 

———. Television and American Culture. New York: Oxford University Press, 2010. 

Mittell, Jason, and Ethan Thompson, eds. How to Watch Television. New York: New York 

University Press, 2013. 

Real Silent Sam Coalition. “A Collective Response to Anti-Blackness,” 2015. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1r1Rp3Tn8sPlfbn_bO3vQXOVRnDpaDvB_ctaBKXv



 149 

bpNU/preview. 

Richards, Rashna Wadia. Cinematic TV: Serial Drama Goes to the Movies. New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2021. 

Simien, Justin, creator. Dear White People. Seasons 1-4, Netflix, 2017-2021. 

Sitterson, J. Carlyle. “Chancellor Sitterson’s Statement in Response to the BSM’s Demands · 

UNC Libraries.” UNC Libraries, 1969. https://exhibits.lib.unc.edu/items/show/837. 

“Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups,” February 2019. 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_red.asp. 

Villarejo, Amy. Ethereal Queer: Television, Historicity, Desire. Ethereal Queer. Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press, 2014. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv125jj7x. 

Wilder, Craig Steven. Ebony & Ivy: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History of America’s 

Universities. First U.S. New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2013. 

https://catalog.lib.unc.edu/catalog/UNCb7605985. 

 



 150 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: THE FREEWAY: RACIAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND ASIAN 

AMERICANS ON THE ROAD 
 

…that geography is always human and that humanness is always geographic—blood, 

bones, hands, lips, wrists, this is your land, your planet, your road, your sea. 

—Katherine McKittrick, Demonic Grounds 

 In the summer of 2020, as uprisings protesting police violence against Black Americans 

bloomed across the nation and the globe, protestors literally took to the streets. Marching down 

main throughfares, painting slogans such as “Defund the police” across roads, and sometimes 

marching onto and stopping traffic on main highways and bridges, protestors took emergent 

action in road spaces. These protests stopped traffic, clogged lanes of transit, and asserted the 

power of protesters to recreate the highway as a space to articulate demands for justice, 

inhabiting the road, the highway, and the freeway otherwise. In protests in Durham, North 

Carolina, where I write from, protestors marched downtown on a hot summer night, turned up an 

off-ramp with cars, flashlights, and banners, and slowly stopped traffic that normally flowed 

along the Durham Freeway. This freeway was completed in 1970 and was built around 

downtown Durham as an urban renewal project. In the process it destroyed large sections of the 

historic Black Hayti neighborhood, cutting Hayti off from downtown and displacing at least 

4,000 families and 500 businesses.1 A later expansion of the freeway encroached upon another 

Black neighborhood, Crest Street, wreaking similar destruction on another Black neighborhood. 

As this protest in the summer of 2020 moved along the Durham Freeway, with Pop Smoke 

 
1 “Dismantling Hayti.” 
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playing from speakers pushed in a repurposed shopping cart, protestors risked arrest for 

occupying the highway as they pushed forward in the southbound lane. Many names of Black 

people killed by police written on protestors’ signs recalled instances of gratuitous violence 

enacted in freeway spaces, during traffic stops and the policing of the lanes of highways across 

the nation. This protest explicitly centered Black women and queer people, as the crowd called 

for cis men to give the mic to women and gender-expansive folks, demanding that the action 

respond to misogynoir and transphobia. Through the misuse of the road, protestors remade what 

is often narrated as a masculine space. This freeway protest not only stopped the flow of traffic, 

but it re-narrated the space of the Durham Freeway, symbolically reclaiming a space built on the 

displacement and disruption of the Black life of the city, a space that continues to be a site of 

violence against Blackness through the policing of motorways. This material disruption of the 

freeway sheds light on an artistic approach to freeway spaces that uses them as tools to scrutinize 

social understandings of race, gender, and sexuality. 

 In this chapter, I unspool the relationships of Asianness to the imagined space of freeway 

and the road at large, understanding the road not only as the space that enables the flow of 

capital, trade, and leisure mobility, but as a site of violence, both through the construction of 

urban renewal road projects that scarred racialized neighborhoods and through the police 

violence that is enacted upon those considered not fit for mobility. Through readings of Asian 

American road films and narratives, my argument deepens our understanding of the relationality 

of Asian Americans to the fraught space of the U.S. empire state. 
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This chapter winds along U.S. freeways, spaces that are thought more of as conduits from 

one location to another than places in and of themselves.2 Despite the feelings of placelessness 

and standardized sameness that the freeway and interstate systems evoke, they are very much 

rooted in place-based logics of racial domination, erasure, and enclosure. As Sharada 

Balachandran Orihuela writes, “The freeway is metonymy for the United States. It is the conduit 

for the transportation of people and goods across the hemisphere, and makes possible the very 

forms of commercial liberalism that have become synonymous with U.S. modernity.”3 Expanded 

on a massive scale in the mid-century period of urban renewal, the 1956 Federal Aid Highway 

Act (also known as the National Interstate and Defense Highways Act)—the largest public works 

project in the nation’s history at the time—was funded to construct the Interstate Highway 

System. This project connected pre-existing highways and toll roads and built new ones with the 

stated purpose of bolstering the U.S.’s military defense capacities. These highways still traveled 

today were born through a Cold War military-imperial imperative to connect military bases and 

provide roads that could support the quick movement of troops and machinery. In this way, the 

space of the freeway connects to U.S. empire, Cold War politics, and the urban renewal policies 

that enabled white flight from inner cities and sought to raze, redevelop, and contain “blighted” 

racialized neighborhoods. Geographers of urban renewal Avila and Rose write that “[i]n postwar 

America, containment emerged as the new paradigm of race and space, reflecting a new set of 

racial and economic disparities built into the very design of the new American city.”4 Thus, 

 
2 As differentiated from roads or streets, freeways are limited access; one must enter or exit using dedicated ramps. 

They are usually designated for higher speed traffic and divided by a median. Highways are similar, but do not have 

dedicated ramps. 

3 Orihuela, “‘Between Ownership and the Highway’: Property, Persons, and Freeways in Karen Tei Yamashita’s 

Tropic of Orange,” 755. 

4 Avila and Rose, “Race, Culture, Politics, and Urban Renewal,” 341. 
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while highways facilitate mobility (for some) and conjure up images of freedom and exploration 

(for some), they also contain, prevent, and obstruct the lifeways of others—very often racialized 

others.  

Through an analysis of the space of the freeway in fiction and cinematic media, this 

chapter uncovers the ways in which mobility, fugitivity, and containment condition the 

relationality of Asian American politics in the U.S. landscape. First, I unfold a brief history of 

urban renewal construction, freeway geographies, and racial infrastructures. Then, I turn to the 

road narrative genre, expanding it to include Asian American narratives that take place in the 

space of the road, understanding the U.S. highway as metonym for the U.S. nation. Asian 

American road narratives are materially underpinned both by Native genocide and ongoing U.S. 

settler colonialism and the destruction of racialized geographies in urban renewal highway 

projects. This chapter analyzes Asian American feminist road narratives in Strawberry Fields 

and Tropic of Orange, arguing that Asian American misuse of the freeway space and refusal to 

assimilate to the U.S. empire state offers a vision of Asian American feminist politics rooted in 

solidarity. 

The films sited in freeway geographies discussed here—including Strawberry Fields, 

Roads and Bridges, and Mississippi Masala—were produced during (and shortly after) the 

1990s, a period in Asian American film and video in which Jun Okada describes the rise of 

“GenerAsian-X” filmmakers and “their ambition to make narrative feature-length films, a format 

that is most assuredly and necessarily commercial and bourgeois.”5 This generation of 

filmmakers and artists coming of age during the 90s worked in a period on tension between the 

“GenerAsian-X” formation of Asian America that valued postmodern global hybridity, 

 
5 Okada, Making Asian American Film and Video: History, Institutions, Movements, 106. 
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commercial success, and representation in mainstream film markets, and the filmmakers who 

continued to work in (or altered) the legacy of Third World-oriented filmmaking centered on 

“their commitment to the same political principles of resistance through remembering and 

recognizing the grievances of the past and the continued structural inequalities of the present.”6 

Such a tension can be simply stated as a negotiation between a politics of representation and 

mainstream visibility and a politics of material redistribution and liberation from oppressive 

hierarchies of power. Okada sees this tension operate in “the two impulses of the emerging Asian 

American feature film of the 1990s: the film of ‘roots’ and the film of global cinephilia.”7  

 Strawberry Fields, Roads and Bridges, and Mississippi Masala, Asian American films 

shaped by the road, are each to differing extents invested in the “roots”-oriented politics of social 

change. Analyzing these films alongside the 1997 novel Tropic of Orange—which was 

published the same year as the debut of the Class of 97 films Shopping for Fangs, Yellow, 

Sunsets, and Rea Tajiri’s Strawberry Fields—offers an understanding of works that critically 

engage with globalization, postmodern hybridity, and the national mythos that inheres in the 

American highway, subverting the highway space. Tropic of Orange and Strawberry Fields—the 

two works examined closely here—are invested in eschewing the “roots”-oriented narratives of 

Asian American racialization. Instead, they skewer the idea of “rootedness” as limiting, 

essentialist, and easily commodifiable. Through their resistant, subversive use of the freeway 

space, they construct a formation of Asianness that inhabits the globalized, stratified landscape 

of the 90s otherwise.  

 
6 Okada, 107. 

7 Okada, 107. 
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 Asian American road films and narratives offer productive space for exploring the Asian 

American relationship to mobility, fugitivity, and the nation. As Asian Americans travel the 

highway, they navigate the fraught national mythos that seeks both to assimilate and to exclude 

Asianness. If, as Ann Brigham argues, mobility is as much about exclusion of difference as it is 

freedom, then Asian American road narratives encounter the space of the highway as racialized 

space. In fact, road narratives offer a unique perspective on Asianness in America, positing 

Asianness itself as racial infrastructure: a formation narrated by dominant society as assimilative 

to white supremacy, a means through which other racialized groups can be excluded from the 

“model minority” as Asianness speeds forward. The Asian American feminist road narratives 

examined here form Asianness through relationships of solidarity as a blockage, a pileup, a 

refusal to assimilate and a resistance to the circuits of U.S. empire and racial hierarchies of 

power. Through the misues of the highway space and the failures of the road narrative, Tropic of 

Orange and Strawberry Fields refuse narratives of Asian American assimilation and assert an 

Asian American feminism centered on fugitive community-making. 

Freeway Geographies and Racial Infrastructures 

In this chapter, I examine the freeway or highway space not only as the site of road 

narratives and productive journeys, but as a space itself shaped by failure and refusal. Scholar 

Sharada Balachandran Orihuela argues that by “focusing not on the journey, but on the acts of 

staticity, interruption, or bodily transgression that occur on the site of the freeway, one can see 

that the freeway is a site where marginalized persons can demand new worlds.”8 Historians and 

 
8 Orihuela, “‘Between Ownership and the Highway’: Property, Persons, and Freeways in Karen Tei Yamashita’s 

Tropic of Orange,” 756. 
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geographers of freeway expansion have described how urban renewal highway projects cut 

through Black communities in cities across the country, from Tampa to Boston to New Orleans 

to my home city of Durham.9 Black communities were often most likely to be labeled as blighted 

and most deeply affected, and these policies also affected Latino, Asian, and poor white 

communities, describing again how policies and practices rooted in antiblackness spill beyond 

their intended “targets” and articulating why the demolishing of antiblack structures is itself a 

project of inaugurating freedom for all life. In protesting, refusing, and misusing freeway spaces, 

marginalized people have asserted their power to reshape the space of the nation into a space of 

freedom, creatively resisting these urban renewal projects. 

Asian American communities have been affected by highway construction as well. 

Boston’s Chinatown was halved by the construction of the Central Artery and Massachusetts 

Turnpike in the 1950s. “Chinatown fought to save itself, joining a metropolitan coalition that 

organized against inner-city highway construction. Yet the construction of Interstate 90 reduced 

Chinatown by about half its size, destroyed approximately one-third of its housing stock, and 

displaced some three hundred families living in about 1,200 housing units.”10 Highway 

construction in Houston cut off its Chinatown and split the mostly Black Third Ward.11 In 

 
9 See Bledsoe, “The Primacy of Anti-Blackness”; Avila and Rose, “Race, Culture, Politics, and Urban Renewal”; 

Avila, The Folklore of the Freeway: Race and Revolt in the Modernist City; Retzlaff, “The Montgomery Bus 

Boycott and the Racial Basis for Interstate Highways and Urban Renewal:”; Mohl, “Stop the Road: Freeway Revolts 

in American Cities”; Shelton, Power Moves: Transportation, Politics, and Development in Houston; Crockett, 

People before Highways: Boston Activists, Urban Planners, and a New Movement for City Making; Ingram, Dixie 

Highway: Road Building and the Making of the Modern South, 1900-1930; Lewis, Divided Highways: Building the 

Interstate Highways, Transforming American Life; Holliman, “From Crackertown to Model City?: Urban Renewal 

and Community Building in Atlanta, 1963—1966”; Rodriguez and Ward, “Making Black Communities Matter: 

Race, Space, and Resistance in the Urban South”; Gioielli, “‘We Must Destroy You to Save You’ Highway 

Construction and the City as a Modern Commons.” 

10 Avila, The Folklore of the Freeway: Race and Revolt in the Modernist City, 116. 

11 Avila, 118. 
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California, freeway development in Los Angeles in 1949 led a contemporary reporter to directly 

link the outbursts of anti-Asian violence in 1871 and 1894 in L.A. to the destruction of 

Chinatown by highway construction that would eventually become Interstate 101 and 110 

interchange.12 Dawn Bohulano Mabalon’s Little Manila Is in the Heart describes the catastrophic 

effects of the construction of the Crosstown Freeway on Stockton’s West End, Little Manila, and 

Chinatown communities, as well as the Stockton Filipino community’s struggle to unite 

themselves in the wake of this destruction and build a Filipino community center.13 In San 

Francisco, Chinatown residents’ fortunes were also affected by a highway, but this time its 

demolition; after the Loma Prieto Quake and the demolition of the Embarcadero Freeway, 

Chinatown residents organized together to protest and address the loss of business that came 

along with the highway demolition.14 Communities like Oakland and Vancouver’s Chinatowns 

came together to organize against freeway construction and successfully staved off such 

infrastructure projects.15 In addition, Asian American communities that have risen after the 1965 

Immigration Act have been shaped by freeway geographies. Many Asian American communities 

have grown up in spaces near freeways that have been deemed undesirable and are thus available 

for development; L.A.’s Garden Grove Koreatown and Little Saigon both lie along a freeway, as 

 
12 Smith, “Old Chinatown Prepares to Die: Last of Famous Shops on Los Angeles.” The writer also engages in 

egregious Orientalizing of the Chinatown residents. 

13 Mabalon, Little Manila Is in the Heart: The Making of the Filipina/o American Community in Stockton, 

California. 

14 Pimentel, “Ghosts of Loma Prieta Haunt S.F.’s Chinatown--Freeway Demolition Cut off Easy Access--Stores Still 

Hurting.”  

15 Quach et al., “Environmental Street Audits and Black Carbon Measurements in Vietnamese Immigrant 

Communities.” 



 158 

does the historic L.A. Filipinotown.16 In the U.S. South, for example, the Vietnamese community 

in Village de L’Est is shaped by Chef Menteur Highway in New Orleans East.17 And finally, the 

reality that racialized communities are more often exposed to black carbon and environmental 

stressors related to living, working, and going to school near busy freeways includes Asian 

American neighborhoods, though such environmental effects are understudied in regard to Asian 

American populations.18  

Thus, although as we see racialized freeway geographies shape Asian American 

communities and Asian American politics, few critics have attended to the space of the highway 

in Asian American cultural production.19 Though the Interstate Highway System originates in the 

Cold-War moment, the imperial logics of colonization, domination, and containment of the 

Other that animate the infrastructure project connect to other huge infrastructure projects 

undertaken across the American landscape—notably, the transcontinental railroad. Iyko Day 

argues, using representations of Chinese transcontinental railroad workers, that the “abstract 

racialization of Asian Alien labor is established through their alignment with a perverse 

temporality,” but that residing within that temporality is a queer potential history and temporality 

that refuses the logics of capital and value.20 By drawing on this perverse temporality and linking 

 
16 Trinh Vo and Yu Danico, “The Formation of Post‐suburban Communities: Koreatown and Little Saigon, Orange 

County,” 22. 

17 Leong et al., “Resilient History and the Rebuilding of a Community: The Vietnamese American Community in 

New Orleans East.” 

18 Quach et al., “Environmental Street Audits and Black Carbon Measurements in Vietnamese Immigrant 

Communities.” 

19 See for discussion of Asian American cultural production and the road: Marchetti, “In the City and on the Road in 

Asian American Film: My America...or Honk If You Love Buddha”; Luu, “My American Vacation : The Making of 

an American Road Movie”; Tajima-Peña, “No Mo Po Mo and Other Tales of the Road”; Orihuela, “‘Between 

Ownership and the Highway’: Property, Persons, and Freeways in Karen Tei Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange.” 

20 Day, Alien Capital: Asian Racialization and the Logic of Settler Colonialism, 37. 
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these post-war freeway infrastructure projects with the transcontinental railroad, we can see how 

Asianness has been imbricated in the construction of mobility, empire, and transit, and again, 

how the figure of the Asian Coolie continues to condition Asian racialization today. 

Infrastructure is not laid over innocent or empty land; it is, as Manu Maruka argues, a colonial 

project of empire laid over existing ways of being and modes of relation. In examining the 

transcontinental railroad from the perspective of Asian-Native relationality, Maruka writes in 

Empire’s Tracks that both “the railroad, and [Asian] exclusion, were core infrastructures of 

continental imperialism.”21 As Asian coolies labored in railroad camps, they came into 

(sometimes fleeting) intimacies with Native peoples who resisted railroad colonialism. Thus, the 

transcontinental railroad is an imperial infrastructure that brings Asian laborers—racialized as 

alien Coolies—to both the U.S. colonial project and Native resistance.  

The 2000 film Roads and Bridges highlights the relationality of Asianness, Blackness, 

the railroad, and the U.S. highway landscape through the relationship of its central characters 

Johnson Lee (Abraham Lim) and Daryl Logan (Gregory Sullivan). Daryl works on a road crew 

in the Midwest and is attempting to get promoted to the manager of the sign crew when a 

Chinese American summer crew worker, Johnson Lee, is assigned to his crew. Johnson does not 

speak for almost the entirety of the film, and it is revealed that he is on the work crew as part of 

the terms of his probation after trespassing on railroad property. Throughout the film we observe 

Johnson playing chicken with oncoming trains, standing on the tracks and waiting until the very 

last moment to jump aside. The film’s opening credits make this connection between the 

infrastructure of highway and the railroad explicit, with historical photographs of Black road 

crews and Chinese railroad workers cut between the title cards. Johnson’s relationship with the 
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railroad is both historical and personal, as it is revealed that his father died while drunk in his car 

at a railroad crossing.  

Johnson’s journey is in part to escape or transcend the railroad, which connects both to 

familial and racial trauma. This is achieved when Daryl comes to Johnson’s aid as he is being 

beaten by other white road crew workers by the railroad tracks at the climax of the film, rescuing 

him and punishing his attackers. The film ends with a shot of Daryl and Johnson on a highway 

overpass looking down on a passing train, positioning Johnson above and beyond the trains that 

have haunted him and that he has haunted. This shot leads to the first time we hear Johnson’s 

voice, in voiceover, as he says, “If you look ahead, you will be able to see important things that 

you can’t see later on. Looking ahead does not mean looking only at the middle of the road. It 

means looking everywhere around you.” This voiceover recalls the film’s opening voiceover 

performed by Johnson’s grandfather, who says, “To be free, to go where the road takes you, that 

is what makes this country so great, your home,” over shots of young Johnson and his 

grandfather strolling down railroad tracks in romantically filmed daylight, a contrast to the dark 

scenes where Johnson jumps from the track before oncoming trains at night. Through his 

relationship with Daryl, who physically defends Johnson and counsels him on how to endure the 

white supremacy the two non-white workers face on the otherwise all-white, racist crew, 

Johnson is able to move from the railroad to the highway. Through that movement, Johnson 

emerges from silence to speech, symbolizing (in a somewhat heavy-handed way) his integration 

and emergence as an American subject. 

 This film points both to the imbrication of the highway and the railroad for Asian 

subjects, and to the failure of a politics of solidarity that centers the liberation of Asianness 

without attending to the ways in which that liberation is materially supported by Black resistance 
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and struggle. The highway is a place where this is worked out in Asian American film, as 

encounters with others along the road occasion reflection on the emplacement of Asianness in 

U.S. racial geographies. Johnson’s search for freedom—a quest often framed in the road movie 

genre—ends with his attainment of a place on the nation’s road of freedom, but Daryl’s place is 

much muddier and his story is ultimately foreclosed, as he is relegated to the position of a 

“magical negro” who comes to Johnson’s aid and helps him to rise from the railroad—

symbolizing both his broken familial past and greater Chinese exclusion—to the masculine 

freedom of the American highway.   

 Thus, while Asian laboring bodies have been pictured laying the railroad and standing on 

its tracks, as Johnson does in Roads and Bridges, the Asian body in movement remains elusive—

the railroad and the highway were not imagined as infrastructure to carry Asians, but places 

around which Asian Americans might work, live, and labor, as with the Chinese railroad camps 

or the Little Saigons that sprang up along the highways in New Orleans or Los Angeles. 

Asianness and mobility are connected through flight and refugeeism, and as fugitive coolies 

absconded from forced and unfair contracts, disappearing from work sites. For those who fled, 

this fugitivity was an attempt at freedom and remaking their relationship to this land. Instead of 

laboring to flatten, connect, and colonize it, they left to pursue other recondite aims, often falling 

from the archives of history. This fugitivity contrasts with narratives of Asian American 

assimilation that hold up visibility, representation, and integration into power as the tools of 

Asian American liberation. While narratives of Asian American model minority “upward 

mobility” attempt to condition Asianness as integrating into and finding success in U.S. systems 

of racial power, thus legitimating such systems, a counternarrative of Asian American generative 
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refusal and solidarity offers a vision of Asian America that seeks to subvert such structures. This 

fugitive narrative of Asianness asserts the subversive power in opacity, flight, and refusal. 

 The conditions of this fugitivity rests within and alongside Black theorists’ formulations 

of fugitivity. Fred Moten creatively theorizes fugitivity as Black sociality, a vernacular and 

experimental poetics and praxis that exist not only in but because of the exclusion of Black life 

from the Human political sphere. Moten’s activation of fugitivity is powerfully shaped by 

refusal—refusal of dominant politics, individualism, and the Human world as such—turning to 

other relational forms of being and living together: “consent not to be a single being.”  He writes 

that “against the grain of (the) man’s brutal self-projections, which often result in the addictive 

tendency of his others to settle for the settler’s delusional sovereignty, blackness still has the 

fugal, fugitive, radically imaginative sociopoetic work of refusal2 to do.”22 In this “refusal of 

what has been refused,” Moten narrates fugitivity as the joining of flight and escape to 

affirmation of (a)sociality and collaborative forms of being otherwise.23 This fugitivity is 

generative and not organized around lack; it is an “anoriginal, organic fecundity—the 

nonperformance, the unmade promise, the terrible, beautiful, irreducible futurity that sent us and 

that sends us every day.”24 Moten’s theory of fugitivity underpins works in Asian American 

studies such as Ma Vang’s History on the Run concerning Hmong refugees, which employs 

fugitivity as an analytic “to orient the subject’s ways of knowing as fugitive—constitutive of 

silences, refusals, and evasions—and imagine ways of being in but not of the nation-state and its 

 
22 Moten, Stolen Life, 194. 

23 Moten, 243. 

24 Moten, 264. 
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‘official’ history.”25 Vang’s analysis of Hmong refugee histories asserts that “Hmong 

fugitivity…unsettles the nation-state, democracy, and liberal empire as well as knowledge 

formation.”26 Thus, fugitivity is not only or solely the escape of or flight from oppression, it is 

the creative praxis that exists when such a condition of refusal is claimed and inhabited not on a 

teleological journey toward assimilation and inclusion, but as an otherwise ethic of being. 

While Asian Americans have troubled, escaped, and been fugitive from racial 

infrastructures, Asian Americans have also acceded to and championed destructive highway 

construction projects over and against the protest of the communities most affected. In Hawaii, 

the proposed H-3 Interstate Highway, first planned in 1960, was rerouted after Native Hawaiian 

protest, as important stone petroglyphs would have needed to be moved to allow for the 

highway’s original route. It was then slated to cross Hālawa Valley and the Ko’olau Range, and 

was built over sacred cultural sites, including Hale-O-Papa, a woman’s heiau. Native Hawaiians 

continued to protest its construction, including Hālawa Collective and a woman’s collective that 

built an encampment to block construction sites.27 H-3 was proposed as a defense project, 

connecting the Pearl Harbor naval base with a marine corp base in O’ahu. The most expensive 

highway project to date, it cost $1.3 billion for its 16.1 miles. Along its route, an “imagined 

paradise of leisure and pleasure and of natural beauty veil the vaulting material conquest of 

nature, the imperial possession of an Indigenous place, and the military might it connects and 

conceals.”28 Some prominent Asian settlers in Hawaii supported building the H-3, over the 

 
25 Vang, History on the Run: Secrecy, Fugitivity, and Hmong Refugee Epistemologies, 6. 

26 Vang, 14. 

27 Kajihiro, “The Militarizing of Hawai’i: Occupation, Accomodation, and Resistance,” 182. 

28 Jolly, “Contested Paradise: Dispossession and Repossession in Hawai’i,” 368. 
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protest of Native Hawaiians.29 In a 2000 op-ed, the group Local Japanese Women for Justice 

(LJWJ) spoke out against U.S. Senator Daniel Inouye, including his support for the H-3 

Highway as evidence of his support of U.S. militarism and imperialism in Hawaii, rebuking 

Japanese American settlers like Inouye and the JACL. LJWJ wrote, “Our role as Japanese should 

be to support Native Hawaiians rather than preclude the outcome of their movement” for self-

determination, sovereignty, and decolonization.30 The H-3 Highway’s desecration of sacred sites 

and the committed protest against it—by blocking its construction and its lanes—points both to 

the possibilities for Asian American politics shaped by solidarity with Native Hawaiians and to 

the tension between this radical feminist politics of solidarity and the assimilationist Asian settler 

colonialism that runs through such highway spaces. Inouye and Asian American groups that 

supported the H-3 operated themselves as a sort of racial infrastructure, aiding the flow of 

highway construction, while the LJWJ joined Native Hawaiians in protesting and blocking the 

construction, forming an Asian American feminist politics as an obdurate force against 

assimilation to U.S. settler colonialism.  

Examining the relation of Asian Americans and racialized freeways necessitates a fuller 

understanding of Asian Coolie labor relationships to the U.S. colonial imperial project and the 

transformation of the U.S. landscape, stretching to Asian American settler colonialist imbrication 

in highway projects such as H-3 and the Asian American feminist solidarity with Native 

 
29 Omandan, “Rocky Road: Even with the Opening at Hand, Many Hawaiians Say Protests May Not End.” In this 

news article, Native Hawaiian shcolar-activist Haunani-Kay Trask is quoted as saying, “Because struggle after 

struggle, we protest, we talk about sacred sites, we talk about the destruction of the land at whatever development 

that we're protesting will cause, and then we lose.” 
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movements against such colonization. Looking at the ways in which the imagined space of the 

road shapes Asian American racialization, we can see how the contemporary conditions of 

Asianness exist in relationship to Black geographies, Native genocide and erasure, the colonial 

mythos of the American West, and the infrastructure of imperialism instantiated in the freeway.  

Asian Americans on the Road 

To situate us in motion and seek this feminist Asian American politics animated by fugitivity 

and generative refusals, I turn to the road narrative genre and its iconic images of the open 

American highway. This genre has typically been the domain of disaffected or searching white 

characters, who set out across the American landscape—often the West—on a journey of self-

discovery, to “see America and thus become American.”31 Cohan and Hark have noted the 

imbrication of the road movie and masculinity, as well as the genre’s depiction of the road trip as 

a quest for freedom, as “road movies project American Western mythology onto the landscape 

traversed and bound by the nation’s highways.”32 Katherine Roberts points to the ways in which 

the road and the nation become enmeshed, writing, “The road genre… dramatizes in its most 

conventional form the freedom to move uninhibited by way of a psychological/physical journey 

that often involves the allegorizing of national space.”33 Thus the anxieties of the unfinished 

project of U.S. empire can be seen projected through the onscreen space of the road. While these 

scholars have investigated the means by which the road narrative constructs national identities, 

Ann Brigham productively argues that mobility is not a means by which one frees themself from 

 
31 Brigham, American Road Narratives: Reimagining Mobility in Literature and Film, 2. 

32 Hark and Cohan, The Road Movie Book, 1. 

33 Roberts, “West/Border/Road: Nation and Genre in Contemporary Canadian Narrative.” 
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society, but through which one engages with it. Thus, mobility is not simply an “inherently 

positive and liberating form of transgression” as many road narrative scholars argue. Instead, 

mobility occurs always “in relation to conflicts around the introduction of spatial and social 

otherness,” working both to assimilate otherness and to harden borders of exclusion.34 Some 

have the power of mobility in the U.S., and others do not. Asian American road narratives 

occupy a unique space in relationship to this question of mobility and the nation, as they navigate 

the tension between emplacement in the U.S. racial empire and exclusion from dominant 

narratives of Americanness.  

 Road films and road novels are often discussed together, from the canonical On the Road 

and Easy Rider to Thelma and Louise and the TV series Route 66. Films such as Powwow 

Highway and Smoke Signals use narratives of Native Americans on the road to challenge the 

colonizing mythos of the road trip. And works such as Spike Lee’s Get on the Bus, Melvin 

Peeble’s Sweetback’s Baad Asssss Song, Fled, and the more recent Queen and Slim and the 

series Lovecraft Country use the space of the highway to describe the fraught status of Black 

mobility. In these Black road narratives, the highway is less a space to articulate the self as freed 

from society’s strictures and more a space to reflect the impossibilities of such easy freedoms for 

Black drivers who are policed at every turn in the road. Instead, the road becomes an ambivalent 

zone of fugitivity and racist carcerality, as characters attempt to navigate journeys and escapes. 

Studies have pointed to gender as an important element of the road narrative, as well as 

expanding the understanding of the relationship of race and mobility.35 Such studies point to the 
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diversity of racial representations on the road, but Asian American road narratives remain 

undertheorized. 

 Representations of Asian Americans on the road both accede to and push against 

constructions of the road as a masculine space of self-discovery and national mythos. For 

example, Chan Is Missing (1982)—while not a “true” road film in that there are few shots of the 

characters actually in the taxi that is central to the film’s plot, filmed entirely in the city of San 

Francisco—wrestles with the meaning of mobility for Asian American men. The protagonists, 

Steve (Marc Hayashi) and his uncle Jo (Wood Moy), are trying to buy a taxi license, but the go-

between who has their money, Chan Hung, has disappeared. They travel around Chinatown, 

speaking to various people who know Chan and forming a complex and contradictory picture of 

him and his absence, contradictions that mirror the complexity of the Asian American masculine 

experience. The protagonists’ automobility and their desire to capitalize on the taxi business are 

circumscribed by their thwarted attempts to find Chan (and thus, symbolically, to find 

themselves as Asian Americans). It is finally Chan Hung’s daughter Jenny (Emily Woo 

Yamasaki) who returns their money, ending their search but leaving them with the unsolved 

mystery of Chan Hung. The main characters’ mobility is distinctly masculine, as Asian 

American women in the film both block and question the utility of their journey. 

  Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle (2004), as a stoner road trip flick, positions its 

Asian American protagonists as resisting assimilation through the road. Kumar Patel (Kal Penn) 

intentionally tanks his interview for medical school and instead embarks on a rollicking road trip 

with his friend Harold Lee (John Cho). Both characters resist model minority stereotypes of 

Asianness through their cannabis-infused, zany journey to get a White Castle burger, performing 

a refusal to conform to expectations of Asian masculinity and asserting their oppositionality 



 168 

through the road trip. While these Asian American road films push against stereotypes of 

Asianness and reflect on the complexities and contradictions inherent in the political formation 

of Asian America, they do so by attempting to assert Asian American masculinity and individual 

identity.  

Some Asian American road narratives, including works significantly shaped by highway 

geographies, have attempted to construct a feminist Asian American politics along the road. One 

such work is Mississippi Masala (1991), a precursor to the feminist Asian American road 

narratives of the 90s discussed later. In Mississippi Masala, the romance between the 

protagonists is formed around highway geographies and automobility. The opening of the film in 

Uganda portrays young Meena (Sahira Nair) and her parents stopped at checkpoints in their 

vehicle and ultimately leaving their land and their car as they travel by bus to the airport to 

comply with the expulsion of Asians from Uganda after the ascent of Idi Amin to the presidency. 

The family emigrates to the U.S., and the film jumps forward in time to Meena (Sarita 

Choudhury) now as a young woman. As Meena drives, her passenger insists she drive slower 

and more carefully, while Meena asserts her ability and power as a driver, by extension asserting 

her place in the American nation; she knows how to navigate it. She then gets in a car accident 

with Demetrius (Denzel Washington), sparking a simmering romance between them. Their 

romance is shaped at many points by the highway, from this accident and the racial tensions 

between the police, Demetrius, and the white man he has crashed into, to the trip to Biloxi the 

pair take to have sex beyond the prying eyes of her family, to the hoped-for road trip that ends 

the film. In the final scenes, Meena decides to go on a journey with Demetrius in his van, rather 

than leaving the U.S. and returning with her parents to Uganda and the land that had been 

restored to her family.  
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 Meena’s assertion of her identity as an American subject is tied at many turns to her 

relationship with mobility and the road. The road is positioned as the space that makes the Afro-

Asian romance between her and Demetrius possible, as they embark on a road trip together in 

Demetrius’s van at the close of the film. Thus, the highway space offers possibilities beyond the 

limiting confines of her family culture and the racism that Meena and Demetrius encounter, as 

they plan to embark on the road and leave behind the small Mississippi towns they live in. 

Significantly, the road trip they plan to take is in the future of the film, aligning the road with 

future romantic possibilities and opportunities beyond the limits of race and gender that entangle 

them. This hopeful positioning of the highway space offers American mobility as the salve for 

the strictures of racial and gendered hierarchies, a route for integration into the U.S. nation. This 

crystallizes the differences between mobility (teleological movement toward integration or 

assimilation) and fugitivity (being in and toward unsettled, unsettling flight). In contrast to 

Mississippi Masala’s optimistic view of the highway and mobility, the films and narratives I 

explore in the following section offer a different lineage of representations of the highway in 

Asian American media, as they challenge this assimilative goal and instead view the highway 

with ambivalence, rather than romance. 

Haunting, History, and a Crate of Dynamite 

Set in the early 1970s, Rea Tajiri’s Strawberry Fields employs the road to shape Asian 

American characters’ hauntings, histories, and memories. The disaffected protagonist Irene 

Kawai (Suzy Nakamura), a high schooler, struggles with her relationship with her mother, who 

prefers to greet the past and their family’s history—which includes her family’s detention at the 

Poston Japanese American internment camp and Irene’s sister Terri’s (Heather Yoshimura) death 
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from a childhood disease—with silence. Anti-Vietnam War protests form a political backdrop of 

the film, and Irene finds connection in the radical anti-war politics of other Asian Americans she 

meets at protest gatherings. Irene has an obsession with fire, as an offering, as when she burns 

her sister’s gloves at her gravesite, as a means of pleasure, and as a means of self-harm, as when 

she burns her fingers holding a book of matches. Her obsession with fire mirrors her 

grandfather’s decision, described at the opening of the film, to burn the family’s photographs and 

possessions before they were taken to Poston so that others could not take them. Irene plays in a 

rock band, cuts school to avoid the racist taunts of her classmates about “gooks” and the Vietnam 

War, and is haunted by her dead sister Terri, who appears to her and accompanies her as Irene 

leaves home on a road trip with her boyfriend Luke to San Francisco.  

On their trip, Luke (James Sie) suggests to Irene that they take the interstate the next day. 

When she asks why, he responds, “Because it’s faster.” His vision of the freeway is one that is 

teleological; for him, it leads one directly to a destination, in this case, San Francisco. Irene’s 

relationship to the road is more complicated, though, as she and their friend Aura (Reiko 

Mathieu), who they run into on their trip, identify the Poston camp through a family photograph 

that her sister found and gave to her, one of the few that was not burned by her grandfather. Irene 

tells Luke that instead of taking the faster freeway, she wants to go to Poston. Luke protests, “We 

were supposed to start fresh!” and refuses Irene’s suggestion. Aura has also observed to Irene, as 

Irene explains about seeing her dead sister Terri, that “guys can’t dig that stuff.” Luke is not and 

does not want to be haunted—by Irene’s sister or by the histories of oppression, silencing, and 

incarceration that circle Irene. He and Aura’s boyfriend Mark (Chris Tashima) are going to San 

Francisco—Luke wants a fresh start that necessitates assimilating to the fast lane of the nation 

and leaving histories of violence and trauma behind, and Mark plans to use a crate of dynamite in 
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the truck to blow up an office building as a protest against the Vietnam War. In contrast, Irene’s 

journey is not only forward into her future, but also back into her family’s past, as she decides to 

abandon the road trip to San Francisco with her boyfriend and set out with Aura to find the 

Poston Internment Camp where her grandparents, father, and mother were incarcerated. 

Irene and Aura leave Luke and Mark and peel off in Luke’s truck. Irene rejects the telos 

of progress sited in the freeway that Luke describes, and instead she embarks on a twisting 

journey on empty highways through the U.S. western landscape, attempting to reach her family’s 

past. As she and Aura drive, shots of them in the truck are intercut with grainy footage of passing 

mountains, desert, and railroad tracks that echo, in their visual appearance, the grainy footage of 

Japanese American internees at detention camps that are intercut throughout the film. Film 

historian Jun Okada argues that against the silence around Japanese American incarceration 

enforced by the U.S. government and often inhabited by former detainees, “Strawberry Fields 

quite literally provides an alternative perspective by continuously blending David Tatsuno’s 

illegal Super 8 home movies of the internment camps in Topaz, Utah. These films are woven into 

the film as Irene’s memories, dreams, and hallucinations but are also literal embodiments of 

countermemory.”36 

In the tactile filmic echoes between Tatsuno’s footage intercut in the film and the shots of 

the passing Western landscape, a relationship is implied between Irene and Aura’s road trip to 

Poston and the journey on railroad cars that Japanese American internees took. The grainy 

footage shot as if from the window of a moving car points not to nostalgia for experiences of 

freedom on the road, but to forced migration and incarceration narrating the U.S. landscape as a 

site of trauma, loss, and suffering.  

 
36 Okada, Making Asian American Film and Video: History, Institutions, Movements, 114. 
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 The film does not present Irene’s road trip as one of simple self-discovery or nostalgia. 

Aura takes Irene to meet an elder, Takayo (Takayo Fischer), who was at the camp and 

remembers her family, and together they drive to the site of Poston. As they look over the dry 

land, no barracks, barbed wire, or any physical trace of the camps left, Takayo explains that the 

camp was built on reservation land that the U.S. government took to create the camp. She points 

to Aura’s heritage—Aura is both Japanese and Native American—recounting that her parents 

met at the camp. She situates Japanese American internment as directly related to Native 

dispossession, describing how the land had been taken from those to whom it belonged to and 

who belonged to it. Thus, part of Irene’s journey is not only seeking her family’s past, but also 

unfolding the ways that Asian Americans are enmeshed in U.S. settler colonialism, as seen 

through the entwined histories of Native dispossession and Japanese American incarceration. 

Music is an important element of how Japanese American heritage, history, and identity 

figures for Irene. From her musician father, often absent, to the rock music that Irene plays with 

her band, to the traditional Japanese songs that Takayo sings, Irene finds her experiences 

mediated sonically. As Irene and Takayo stand together at the site of Poston, Takayo remembers 

the physical structures of the camp and begins to sing a song in Japanese that had been popular in 

the camp. Irene resists Takayo’s memories and urgently asks her to stop singing as they stand on 

the desert where the camp was. In this refusal, Irene asserts both that she is not ready to hear or 

integrate these sonic histories, and that the nostalgia that this song evokes—of the pleasures of 

life, as well as the suffering in the camp—is out of sync with Irene’s inner turmoil, both over the 

loss of her sister and the haunting history of trauma in her family. Irene and Takayo drive away 

from the desert, leaving the ghost of Terri standing on that land, looking at them as they recede 

into the distance. Both Irene’s personal loss and the communal suffering of the Japanese 
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American community are figured in this space, and Irene’s road trip to the site has not resolved 

her relationship to this history.  

Back at Takayo’s house, Takayo puts on an old record of Irene’s father’s that she had 

saved. As the traditional Japanese music plays, Irene becomes agitated, snatches the record off 

the player, and breaks it. The film then cuts to Irene in Aura’s truck squealing up to the site of 

Poston with rock music blasting. She performs reckless donuts in the truck and gets out to toss 

the shards of the record over the dirt. She is frustrated by the kind of sonic nostalgia that the 

music—the record, and Takayo’s singing at the site of Poston earlier—evokes, as her own 

relationship to her histories and the larger space of the nation as figured through the road, is 

deeply unsettled. It is, in the end, her inability to return to the place of her family’s internment 

and the failure of the road trip’s purpose to “find Poston,” that marks her, as she marks the land, 

squealing in circles with the truck. This figures the failure of the road trip mythos, as Irene spins, 

both at her destination and impossibly distant from the past in the photograph that she had hoped 

to explore. By refusing the teleological narrative of the road trip that overemphasizes the futurity 

of the journey and dwelling uneasily in the past, Irene engages in a fugitivity that troubles 

national space and history. 

 Irene then drags the crate of dynamite out of the truck, leaving a trail in the dirt as she 

pushes it forward. She speaks with Terri as she attempts to start the timer on the bomb, and then 

is surprised when she is able to do so. As the clock ticks, Terri sits on the box and refuses to 

leave. Irene attempts to drag her away, and as she struggles with her sister’s ghost, Aura drives 

up and pulls Irene, struggling, away, just moments before the bomb explodes. The explosives, 

initially intended to protest the Vietnam War, are instead repurposed to mark the place of the 

history of anti-Asian racism Irene struggles against. After the explosion, they return to their cars 
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and drive off, taking to the road again. This final exit symbolizes not so much freedom or escape 

but fugitivity.  

Irene’s journey is not to be free—of her sister’s ghost, of her family, of the legacy of 

internment—but to exist in motion, to refuse the essentializing fixity of race and history that 

attempt to reduce her. In Strawberry Fields, Asian American women inhabit movement not as a 

means to get somewhere and integrate themselves into the flows of the national body, but as a 

fugitive space that shapes them in uneasy relation to history and memory. Irene explodes both 

the site of the camp and the temporality that divides her from this history and expects her to 

integrate herself into the nation in a telos of assimilation and repair. The explosion and flight at 

the close of the film offers an attempt to remake the meaning of space and time, positing a 

fugitive relation to temporality that resists the futurity of assimilation and wholeness, an 

explosive “nonperformance [that] is fugitivity’s irreducible futurity,” alive to what Moten calls a 

“radical undeterminable futurity.”37 

 Here, the road trip as American mythos is undermined, as the film asserts that for 

Japanese Americans in the U.S. West, movement is just as much about constraint as it is about 

freedom. Rather than reclaiming the trip through the American western landscape as a site of 

pleasure or a space in which to assert one’s Americanness, Strawberry Fields draws together a 

depiction of Asian American feminist movement as fugitive, unsettled, unsettling, and haunted 

by history. Significantly, it is Aura who rescues Irene, who accompanies her on this journey, and 

cares for her as she struggles with her sister’s loss. In their relationship is an offering of 

potential—the potential of queer and Asian American feminist relationships of solidarity. Their 

relationship points the pair toward future potential worlds, as Irene leaves off (metaphorically 
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and literally) spinning in circles on the site of internment, instead exploding the land then 

speeding down the highway, into an undetermined futurity shaped by Asian American feminist 

relationality. In her final movement across the screen and down the road, Irene seeks to inhabit 

alternate ways of being in fugitive time and space. 

A City, a Symphony, and a Spectacular Crash 

This spatialization of the highway as a site of fugitivity in Strawberry Fields relates to the 

use of and refusals of the freeway in Karen Tei Yamashita’s novel Tropic of Orange, where, as 

Sharada Balachandran Orihuela argues, stasis and dwelling in the liminal, public space of the 

freeway is asserted as a means of resisting the state and instantiating alternate communities.38 

Tropic of Orange, like Strawberry Fields, features Japanese American characters navigating a 

complex social and racial landscape, while the legacies of Japanese American internment and 

Asian American racialization exert a pull that causes the characters both to return to and to 

explode those geographies, at least metaphorically.  

Tropic of Orange takes place over the course of a week, with the novel broken between 

seven days and seven main characters: Rafaela Cortes, a Mexican American woman who leaves 

her husband Bobby Ngu to travel with their son Sol to Mazatlán, Mexico; Bobby Ngu, a 

Chinese-Singaporean who took a Vietnamese name and works as a cleaner, lives in Koreatown, 

speaks Spanish, and is married to Rafaela; Gabriel, a Chicano reporter with a romantic bent who 

loves film noir and the old-school reporting beat; Emi, a Japanese American TV producer who 

delights in breaking stereotypes and challenging norms; Arcangel, a mythic luchadora and 
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messianic figure who arrives from Mexico to the U.S.; Buzzworm, a Black Vietnam vet-turned-

one-stop-neighborhood-social-services who is always listening to his Walkman; and Manzanar 

Murakami, a Sansei homeless freeway conductor who stands on L.A. overpasses and conducts 

the infrastructure symphony. In this magic-realist romp, a magic orange drags the Tropic of 

Cancer up into L.A. from Mexico, bending space and time, while illegal trade in infant organs 

and cocaine-spiked oranges contribute to the intensity of the transnational plot.  

 The novel’s rich engagement with routes of international exchange, global migration, 

borders, and racial capitalism, as well as its formal experiments and fantastical postmodernism, 

has led to much scholarly interest in the work’s imagined geographies, especially in relation to 

borders and transnational migration.39 Caroline Rody’s analysis situates Tropic of Orange as 

challenging and expanding Asian American literature’s realist persuasions through its narrative 

excess and “transnational, interethnic vision.”40 Taking up this turn to the transnational 

dimensions of the novel, Aimee Bahng astutely reads Tropic of Orange as a work that imagines 

the collapse of global capital’s speculations on the border. Bahng’s argument focuses on 

transnational borders as a site of speculation, and theorizes the orange magically moving 

geographical lines, the character’s sousveillance through technologies, and speculative futures of 

the novel as exceeding “official narratives of the border,…deploy[ing] speculative fiction itself 

as a technology.”41 As Bahng describes the articulation of Asian American positionality in 

 
39 See Day, “The New Nineteenth Century: Neoliberal Borders, the City, and the Logic of Settler Colonial 

Capitalism”; Zhou, “Mapping the Global City and ‘the Other Scene’ of Globalization: Karen Tei Yamashita’s 

Tropic of Orange”; Mai and Jansen, “(Dis)Integrating Borders: Crossing Literal/Literary Boundaries in Tropic of 

Orange and The People of Paper”; Lee, “‘We Are Not the World’: Global Village, Universalism, and Karen Tei 

Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange.” 

40 Rody, “The Transnational Imaginiation: Karen Tei Yamashita’s Tropic of Orange,” 139. 

41 Bahng, Migrant Futures, 70. 
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Tropic of Orange as being formed by relationship to Black and Latino communities and 

“connected histories of citizenship curtailed by a state that reaps the benefits of cheap labor and 

an uneven international trade system,” my reading of Tropic of Orange’s freeway geographies 

locates the freeway itself as a site of both a “connected history” of state violence and a site in 

which Asian American characters find space to resist such histories.42 

Bringing us to the importance of the road in the novel, recent scholarship by Sharada 

Balachandran Orihuela points to a critical gap in approaches to Yamashita’s work: critics have 

not touched on the misuses of spaces—such as the freeway—that clog, stop, and prevent the 

flow of these global infrastructure arteries. Thus, Orihuela articulates the freeway—and the 

homeless encampment that springs up on it in the novel—as an essential site for materializing 

the novel’s critique of the state and its imagination of new possibilities of community that do not 

turn to the state for redress. As such, “the populations living and transacting both above and 

below the LA freeway become the constitutive subjects of the utopia Yamashita imagines toward 

the end of the novel precisely because these subjects repurpose and ultimately dismantle this 

infrastructure of the state.”43 This critical surfacing of the space of the freeway as a site on which 

“the limits of the state are made manifest” speaks directly to the ways in which theorizing the 

Asian American road narrative means seeing how the highway and the freeway have been 

instruments of U.S. colonial imperialism and how imaginative resistances, reuses, and refusals of 

the highway space figure the tension inherent in the term “Asian American,” a tension between 

 
42 Bahng, 70. 

43 Orihuela, “‘Between Ownership and the Highway’: Property, Persons, and Freeways in Karen Tei Yamashita’s 
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implication in U.S. hegemony and resistance to such hegemony grounded in fugitive movements 

of solidarity against oppression.44 

 Thus, I argue that the novel’s articulation of Asian American racialization is intimately 

connected to the freeway space and the misuse of that racial infrastructure, leading me to theorize 

Asianness as racial infrastructure, a means of both assimilating to and transmitting white 

supremacy, and as a blockage, an obstacle, an inscrutable, obdurate opacity that resists the state 

and global white supremacy. While Strawberry Fields sees its Asian American protagonist reject 

the freeway and the city, instead attempting to locate Poston and thus the legacies of internment 

that echo through her family, as well as the racial position of Asian American women, in Tropic 

of Orange, Asian American characters are deeply imbricated with freeway spaces and the urban 

racial geographies that emplace them. If Irene’s road trip in Strawberry Fields leads to explosive 

refusal and a fugitive opening for Asian American feminist politics, then Tropic of Orange 

bounds through that opening and poses misuse of the freeway space as a grounding for Asian 

Americanness otherwise.  

 Manzanar Murakami, the homeless freeway conductor, is enmeshed in the novel’s 

freeway geography. He stands on an overpass and conducts the traffic symphony, not so much 

directing it as channeling its flow. In so doing he “joined them, united families, created a 

community, a great society, an entire civilization of sound. The great flow of humanity ran below 

and beyond his feet in every direction, pumping and pulsing, that blood connection, the great 

heartbeat of a great city.”45 His name is adopted from the name of a Japanese American 

interment camp, where he was born. He walks out of the operating room and his life as a surgeon 
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one day with no warning, rejecting the assimilative stereotypes of Asianness and embracing an 

alternate path, one that is not wholly celebratory, but also leads him away from his family and 

kin. He becomes homeless not by necessity but by choice. But, the novel notes,  

[t]o say Manzanar Murakami was homeless was as absurd as the work he chose to do. No 

one was more at home in L.A. than this man. The Japanese American community had 

apologized profusely for this blight on their image as the Model Minority. They had 

attempted time after time to remove him from his overpass, from his eccentric activities, to 

no avail. They had even tried to placate him with a small lacquer bridge in the Japanese 

gardens in Little Tokyo. But Manzanar was destined for greater vistas. He could not confine 

his musical talents to the silky flow of koi in a pond, the constant tap of bamboo on rock, or 

manicured bonsai. It was true that he had introduced the shakuhachi and koto to a number of 

his pieces, but he was the sort who imagined a hundred shakuhachis and a hundred 

kotos…No. Only the freeway overpass, the towering downtown horizon rising around him, 

would do.”46 

As an embarrassment to the Asian American “image as the Model Minority,” Manzanar resists 

emplacement in stereotypical spaces of Asianness, be it the Japanese garden or the operating 

room. Instead, he turns to the urban geography and its flows, not only following them but 

channeling and conducting them, a medium of transit. Against a productive futurity and a telos 

of progress, he takes backward, non-productive steps, moving away from integration and 

success, toward erasure and the bottom rungs of society. Thus, Manzanar offers, as Orihuela 

notes, a resistance to regimes of state and property through the unhoused encampment on the 

freeway47 and, connected to and building from that position, a fugitivity at a slant to formations 

of Asian Americanness centered on assimilative teloi of progress and integration into the U.S. 

 
46 Yamashita, 36–37. 

47 Orihuela, “‘Between Ownership and the Highway’: Property, Persons, and Freeways in Karen Tei Yamashita’s 
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empire state. Manzanar’s performance of Asianness is formed by sonic scale and a place of 

solidarity in the city, enmeshed with the most vulnerable, the “recycler[s] of the last rung.”48  

He channels the symphony of the city and thus himself becomes infrastructure for its 

flow, but it is the blockage of this flow that ultimately liberates him. As the novel moves toward 

the climax marked by an epic pileup on the Harbor Freeway that is taken over by unhoused 

people who form an alternate society, Manzanar’s perception shifts and expands to beyond the 

freeway, to the many infrastructures across time and space, from aqueducts to railroads, “the first 

infrastructures built by migrant and immigrant labor that created the initial grid on which 

everything else began to fill in,” a map of labor.49 And then from this grid of labor, his 

perception expands “to sense a new kind of grid, this one defined not by inanimate structures or 

other living things but by himself and others like him. He found himself at the heart of an 

expanding symphony of which he was not the only conductor.”50 Other unhoused people have 

taken up batons, making music of the city alongside him. It is then that he can stop, as there is 

“no need to conduct the music any longer. The entire city has sprouted grassroots conductors of 

every sort.”51 No longer is he a lone figure participating in a strange practice, but he is 

surrounded by others who have joined him, a community of sorts that can emerge only at the 

misuse and blockage of the freeway, the refusal of unrestricted capital flow, and the embrace of 

an alternate world of unhoused people living in cars, growing gardens out of engine blocks, and 

feeding themselves from the backs of semi-trucks. This community blends the destruction that 
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occurred in the massive car accident into the creative growth of an alternate community. 

Manzanar’s symphonic conducting is a sonic intervention in the poetics of infrastructure, and the 

misuse of the freeway situates him in a fugitive, resistant community. 

This novel, published in 1997, reflects and refracts the experiences of the 1992 L.A. 

Uprising into this freeway community, pointing out how people made a space of life and 

otherwise ways of being in a place deemed as a transient no-place, the freeway blacktop itself. 

The novel narrates looting as resistance to the state and its capitalist economies, a refusal to 

perform one’s “proper” role as capitalist consumer. The novel rejects the alignment of Asian 

American politics with capital and ownership and instead positions Manzanar as one who is 

defined by his refusal to be integrated, to be housed, to be productive. Instead Manzanar 

sonically inhabits the no-place of the freeway overpass and through his presence re-narrates it as 

a symphony of connection. The narrator notes that “Manzanar pressed on through… the utterly 

violent assumption underlying everything: that the homeless were expendable, that citizens had a 

right to protect their property with firearms, and that fire, regardless of whether it was in your 

fireplace or TV set or whether you clutched a can of beer or fingered a glass of Chardonnay, was 

mesmerizing.”52 Instead, this freeway encampment’s creatively improper use of space, dwelling 

and being where no one was intended to stay, offers possibilities for Asian American politics of 

refusal to assimilate and solidarity with the most marginalized that is centered in blocking the 

racial infrastructures of white supremacy and racial capitalism, in clogging the arteries of the 

U.S. empire.  

Through each of the Asian-identified characters in the diverse chorus of protagonists, 

Tropic of Orange narrates Asian American politics as shaped by opacities and generative 
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refusals that form their fugitive ways of being. Both Emi and Bobby, two other key Asian 

American characters in the novel, refuse easy legibility and visibility as assimilable Asian 

American subjects. Bobby Ngu, a Chinese Singaporean, migrated to the U.S. from Singapore by 

leaving home every day with his brother and going to blend in with the Vietnamese children at a 

camp for war refugees, then going home at night. Bobby (born Li Kwan Yu) took a Vietnamese 

name in order to pass as Vietnamese, and eventually got papers and a passport to move to the 

U.S. The novel’s sections focused on Bobby’s character are narrated in close third person in a 

choppy, terse style that reflects Bobby’s internal perspective. The novel notes, “But that’s the 

past. Everything had to change. Change like the seasons. Rainy season. Dry season. Rainy 

season’ll come again. Bobby’s working on it.”53 Bobby does work on it, as a cleaner in buildings 

across L.A. He embodies the ethos of hard work and Immigrant striving, as he refuses to 

collectively organize with other cleaners because he finds the individual benefits of the job 

sufficient without collective action. Eventually, his wife Rafaela leaves him and takes their son, 

as she is seeking more than the material benefits he provides her with. The narration style of his 

sections reflects his rigid perceptions of success and his difficulty in moving beyond the narrow 

bounds he has prescribed for himself. Bobby has shifted his name and his identity to fit the 

essentialized confines of race and identification that would allow him to migrate to the U.S., 

shaping himself to fit into the boxes afforded to him on paper forms. And once he arrives in the 

U.S., he continues that project, shaping himself to the neighborhoods and communities he lives 

in—he even speaks Spanish “like a Mexican.” 54 Through these negotiations of selfhood, Bobby 

has transformed himself into a flattened stereotype of an immigrant Asian, and even the way he 
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is introduced to the reader is through a stylized attempted robbery where Bobby fights off the 

attackers with a cigarette in his mouth with “Bruce Lee moves.”55 

The novel ends with Bobby reunited with Rafaela and their son, Sol, at a grand lucha 

libre fight, holding tight to—then letting go of—the Tropic of Cancer line that the novel’s 

magical orange had dragged into Los Angeles. Bobby wonders, “What’s he gonna do? Tied fast 

to these lines. Family out there. Still stuck on the other side. He’s gritting his teeth and crying 

like a fool. What are these goddamn lines anyway? What do they connect? What do they divide? 

What’s he holding on to? What’s he holding on to?”56 As he grasps the two ends of this line with 

arms outstretched, he looks like he is flying but it actually being stretched by these lines, almost 

pulled apart—a reflection of how his character appears stable and successful in the U.S. but is 

internally hollowed out by negotiating his identity in this way, molding himself to fit the 

expectations placed on him. Bobby then releases the lines, unleashing a generative refusal to 

hold on—to borders, to nations, to essentialist notions of identity. This letting go ends the novel, 

leaving open a question: How will this refusal reshape societies and geographies? What is the 

globe without a demarcated Tropic of Cancer snaking across it? Bobby’s refusal to hold tightly 

to the lines of identity and nation—borders that he has reshaped himself to conform to time and 

again—offers a final vision of Asianness as sited in the refusal to maintain borders, boundaries, 

and division, instead releasing such lines and turning toward a yet-unnarrated future, a “radical 

undeterminable futurity” shaped by these refusals.57   
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Bobby’s generative refusal is echoed and elaborated on in the character of Emi. The 

novel notes that Emi, the young TV news producer, is “so distant from the Asian female 

stereotype—it was questionable if she even had an identity,” and Emi herself wonders aloud, 

ironically, where she was switched at birth and is, in fact, not Japanese American.58 Emi aligns 

herself with television aesthetics and fast driving, rather than film noirs and safe highway 

navigation, a contrast to her boyfriend Gabriel. Her refusals of Asian American legibility is not a 

refusal of raciality, but a resistance to the rhetorics of cultural diversity and multiculturalism that 

she finds limiting and stultifying. Belying the stereotype of Asian women as bad drivers, Emi is 

sleekly accomplished, weaving in and out of traffic. Her relationship with mobility is one that 

recognizes the space of the highway, and thus the metaphoric space of the nation at large, as a 

geography in which to subversively perform otherwise.  

It is eventually revealed that Emi is the granddaughter of Manzanar, linking them across 

these freeway geographies. Emi joins the freeway encampment and climbs atop the news van to 

catch some rays as Manzanar reaches the apotheosis of his conducting, as homeless across the 

city join him. Not just the freeway but all traffic has stopped, and time and space are stretched as 

the magical orange drags the Tropic of Cancer into Los Angeles. This reversal of fortunes, the 

inhabiting of the freeway and the ascendance of the unhoused as orchestrators of the city is 

abruptly cut short with “a single shot—the one that had penetrated the body of the young woman 

sunning herself on the news van.”59 This first shot is the opening salvo of what is described as a 

war, as “the coordinated might of the Army, navy, Air Force, Marines, the Coast and National 

Guards, federal, state, and local police forces of the most militaristic of nations looked down as it 
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had in the past on tiny islands and puny countries the size of San Bernardino and descended in a 

single storm.”60 The scene of her shooting atop the news van acknowledges the ways in which 

Asian women’s embodiment is considered already deviant, violated, dangerously erotic, and 

deeply tied to the visual pleasures of consuming Asian femme embodiment. Emi is shot (and 

presumably killed) by the state because she is inhabiting the space of the freeway—and thus, the 

nation—differently. She resists the lifeless submissiveness that Asian American women are 

expected to inhabit, an imagination that precludes them from road spaces. The freeway 

community can be understood as inhabiting an “uninhabitable zone” in Katherine McKittrick’s 

theorization, a “[space] of otherness [that has] hardened through time, often with black, 

‘wretched’ bodies occupying or residing outside the lowest rung of humanness and thus 

inhabiting what most consider inhuman or uninhabitable geographies.”61 And not only does Emi 

inhabit and participate in the creative misuse of the national space of the freeway, but she is 

enjoying it, tanning on the roof of the news van, performing pleasure, not grim resistance 

centered in opposition to—and thus still shaped by—the dominant heteropatriarchal white 

supremacist imaginary of Asian American womanhood. 

Emi even takes perverse pleasure in the scene of her death and milks if for comedy, 

refusing to inhabit the idea of a suffering Asian female victim as properly quiet and steadfast. As 

Buzzworm pulls Emi out of the melee, he watches the live news coverage and wonders “what 

could be live in this sense. Emi, on the other hand, lived for this. And it would repeat itself again 

and again to remind the world what the beginning of the end looked like. In this sense, she would 
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never die.”62 Emi’s death is mediated through screens, and as such, it points to the spectacular 

violence against Asian women that exists in deep relationship with media portrayals of Asian 

American femme embodiment as deviant, sexualized, and dangerously erotic. This “bondage of 

hypersexuality,” as Asian American feminist film theorist Celine Parreñas Shimizu describes it, 

is inhabited by Emi in perverse and pleasurable ways, as she “lives for” the TV coverage of her 

own shooting, offering a politics of possibility centered not in “self-exotification or diagnoses of 

damage,” but the queer pleasures of performing otherwise.63 Emi’s erotic and pleasure-centered 

relationships to the freeway, the information highway of internet message boards, and the 

“channel surfing” aesthetics of television narrate her performance of Asianness as centered not 

on a static or essentialized identity—the metaphorical Japanese garden to which residents 

attempted to limit Manzanar—but on enmeshed life in the city and pleasure in the flow of 

infrastructures, insisting on subversively moving through spaces where she is designated as a 

racial and sexual object, and through her perverse mobility performing pleasure. In this way Emi 

navigates “the bind of representation, the bondage of hypersexuality, insisting on the 

unknowable quality of social experience and the unreliability of representation, performing 

politically productive perversity, and race-positive sexuality,” as Parreñas Shimizu writes.64 Emi 

offers droll, tongue-in-cheek jokes about her “private dick” boyfriend and The Big Sleep—

“Maybe the big sleep is a big digital wet dream. And life is just a commercial break”—as she 

bleeds. This approach to her death describes both the violence of the hypersexualization of Asian 

women and the disloyal ways in which Emi inhabits this space of representation, refusing to be 
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the proper victim and instead taking pleasure in the representational possibilities of her own 

death.  

Tropic of Orange pictures, though, the tension that emerges when representations—

especially representations of suffering racialized and gendered bodies—circulate in the media 

endlessly. While Emi’s inhabitation of her shooting and presumed death is resistant to 

sentimentality and disloyal to the tropes of suffering and noble victimhood, the way her image is 

portrayed on her beloved TV screens belies this. Buzzworm reflects that “her death would be 

unforgiveable. Emi’s enraged media would see to that. A thousand homeless could die, but no 

one would forget her ultimate sacrifice.” Emi smiles at Buzzworm and notes, “Who’d a thought 

you and I’d get this close?,” adding that “If we can jus’ get along, maybe all our problems will 

go away,” cheekily alluding to shallow politics of Afro-Asian solidarity that see such solidarity 

as the balm for urban racial conflict, as in the 1992 L.A. Uprising. Such politics see interracial 

conflict as the central problem to be addressed, not structures of white supremacy. Buzzworm 

responds and elaborates on her satirical comment, “Gonna take more than holdin’ hands to start 

that revolution,” pointing to solidarity as more than an affective stance of “holdin’ hands,” and 

instead a needed revolution that centers transformation and material redistribution.65 In creating 

this tension between how Emi experiences her death and the way it is represented onscreen, the 

novel offers a nuanced understanding of the limited possibilities for liberation vis-a-vis visibility. 

In fact, the more visible Emi is—the more her image is broadcast—the less agency and 

subjectivity is afforded to her. She becomes an object, a sacrifice, a trope she personally mocks.  

This tension recalls some of the concerns of this project’s first chapter. In that chapter, I 

examined cinematic representations of Asian American solidarity with Black liberation and 
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argued that some such solidarities are animated onscreen by the sacrificial suffering of Black 

women and girls. Turning from these representations, I examined solidarities rooted in Black and 

Asian American feminist imaginations of the city as a space of flourishing. Emi’s death is 

created by the media as grievable, the “ultimate sacrifice,” while the deaths of the unhoused and 

destitute are ungrievable. In this reflection on the media ecology that emerges in the text around 

Emi’s shooting, the novel holds the tension between grievable deaths of Asian American women 

and the myriad everyday violences and ungrievable deaths of the unhoused and most 

marginalized,66 naming the searching gaze of the camera as one apparatus that works to create 

this uneven hierarchy of greivability.  

In this way, the novel’s imagination helps us to picture the complex relationships of 

representation, race, gender, state violence, mourning, and social death that inhere within the 

public discourse around the killings of women of Asian descent such as Christina Yuna Lee and 

Michelle Go in New York City. Both women were violently killed by unhoused or precariously 

housed Black men, and their deaths unleashed waves of grief among Asian American women, as 

we find our lives and bodies threatened and objectified in public spaces. Amid this grief, 

community organizations such as the Asian American Feminist Collective, Nodutdol, and Red 

Canary Song reaffirmed their abolitionist calls for public housing, mental health care, and 

support for the most marginalized communities as the just response, insisting that investing in 

more policing would not create more safety for Asian women.67 Tropic of Orange’s freeway 

 
66 This group is consistently referred to as “the homeless” in the novel and though the category is not explicitly 
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imagination urges us to understand the mediating technologies of filmic representation and 

televisual gaze as not a neutral lens, but a technology of creation that designates some lives as 

grievable and others as disposable. In refusing to perform the proper grief at her own death, 

Emi’s otherwise inhabiting of her own body and the infrastructures around her—the freeway and 

the media highways—offers a possibility for blocking the lanes of affect that reproduce Asian 

American women as longsuffering sacrifices and the unhoused and marginalized as ungrievable 

and socially dead.  

In the chaos that ensues on the freeway, Emi is eventually brought to Manzanar, her 

grandfather, on a highway overpass to be airlifted out of the melee. The familial connection 

between Emi and Manzanar revealed on the overpass suggests connections between how they 

perform their Asianness otherwise. For Emi and Manzanar, perversely enjoying and inhabiting 

freeway landscapes deemed uninhabitable offers an alternate vision of how Asianness may 

inhabit fugitive racial geographies. Manzanar rejects mobility, both social and physical, in favor 

of a fugitive rootedness among the most marginalized. Emi both enjoys freeway mobility and the 

stasis that she enacts amid the freeway encampment, a perverse stasis in a space of movement 

that threatens the order of things so much that it requires her death at the hands of the state. In 

this way, the novel offers pleasure, stasis—especially as a resistance to “upward” or productive 

mobility—fugitivity, and opacity as the praxis of Asian Americanness in deep relationship with 

the city and its racial infrastructures. Thus, Asianness operates here as itself a kind of spectacular 

crash—a pileup that prevents the re-inscription of freeway-inflected racial geographies as 

uninhabitable, and that seeks the pleasure possible even amid suffering, the flowers growing out 

of the dead car’s engine block.  

 Street Errands and Errancy 
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In writing this chapter, I returned again and again to the photography of KangHee Kim, 

an undocumented Korean American who, because of her immigration status and visa restrictions, 

could not return to Korea for over ten years. During this period, she developed a photographic 

practice that creates surreal, dreamlike visions of streets and cities in New York, California, 

Colorado, and Hawaii through her series Street Errands. She notes that “[c]reating these fictional 

scenes allows me to feel a little bit liberated.”68 Using Photoshop, she merges images such that a 

tree blooms amid a tangle of power lines, or a cloud floats impossibly low over an interstate 

highway. Repeated imagery of highway signs, roadways, and sky-scenes surreally bring the 

heavens right down into the street. Kim connects this serendipitous surrealist photographic 

practice to her undocumented migrant status and the legal limbo it placed her in. She says, “I 

realized, instead of waiting for miracles, I could instead create the magical moments in my 

imagination.”69  

 Kim’s photography offers a glimpse into the contemporary remixing of the ‘90s Asian 

American road narratives discussed here and a coda to this chapter’s exploration of racialized 

freeway geographies. Kim’s images are mainly landscapes and street scenes, and where human 

figures do appear, they are often Asian femme bodies oriented away from the camera, looking 

out of windows and out of the frame. These images convey longing and the melancholic 

hopefulness that surrounds utopic imagined futures that are unobtainable and out of reach from 

our place in the present. It is the surreal impossibility of these photographs that makes them both 

visually striking and emotionally powerful. They take everyday highways and streets and 

transform them to picture the longing that inheres within one’s position as an Asian American 
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woman, unplaced, excluded, and unmoored. Yet, alongside the melancholy of the photographs is 

a gentle playfulness, another way to figure fugitivity within this landscape, an imaginative 

artistic vision that merges images to create something impossible—a cloud floating mere feet 

above a highway, for example. These images ask us to see the surreal, digitally manipulated 

elements of the images as projections of the artist’s and the viewer’s selves. Can we be that cloud 

floating? Can we shape the racial geographies around us, formed through dispossession, 

exclusion, and oppression, into spaces of flourishing, life, and possibility? Kim’s Street Errands 

photographs ask the viewer to linger in a fugitive space of expanded imagination that is shaped 

by—yet beyond—borders or nation, to find the glimmers of the future we want to create here in 

the difficult present.  

In these Asian American road narratives centered on Asian American women and 

characters queerly performing otherwise, the freeway emerges as a space for inhabiting the U.S. 

empire state otherwise, blocking its flows, obstructing its aims, and transforming its spaces. This 

generative refusal and fugitive use of freeway space is performed by Asian American characters 

in relation with Black, Indigenous, unhoused, and marginalized characters. In the atomized 

freeway space, where normal use proscribes connection between people in separate vehicles, 

these Asian American feminist perspectives find opportunities for connection, solidarity, and 

recognition of the relations that shape the space around them, from Irene and Aura’s relationship, 

to Emi’s playful deathbed exchange with Buzzworm, to Bobby’s stretching and releasing of 

geographic lines that constrain him and his family.  

In Tropic of Orange and Strawberry Fields, Asianness emerges through the road 

narrative as a means of existing otherwise within and beyond the nation, particularly as inflected 

by Asian American feminist journeys against the flow. These works highlight the tension 
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between dominant expectations that Asian Americans operate as racial infrastructure, smoothing 

and transmitting the uninterrupted flow of imperialist, heteropatriarchal white supremacy, and 

the characters’ generative refusals that block, stop, and divert such flows of power. As 

Strawberry Fields offers fugitivity and a re-narration (and even explosion) of history as an Asian 

American ethics of resistance to assimilation and silencing, Tropic of Orange inhabits that 

explosion, narrating Asian American characters who reject, walk out on, and re-write their 

histories, finding that inhabiting their Asianness as a space of connection and symphonic 

community, rather than exclusion and assimilation, offers productive space for resisting the 

flows of nation and capital instantiated in the freeway. What links these works is an insistence on 

rewriting the relationship of the imagined space of the highway to the nation and the Asian 

American imbrication in that national mythos. These texts narrate Asian American politics as 

performed through fugitivity and refusal, misuse of the space of the nation, and creating 

subversive space to live otherwise.   
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CODA: IN THE FUTURE 

 

Vulnerability is a tool for resistance. Art is a portal to futures we have been denied. 

Behind this mural is a door. There is a place on the other side where we keep each other 

safe. There is a place where we are untouchable by white supremacy, uncontainable by 

nations and binaries. There is a place where our elders always make it home. All we have 

to do is walk through. 

—Jess X. Snow, “A/P/A Artist’s Statement” 

 Race is both a spatial and a temporal project. The depictions of racial geographies 

examined here are also depictions of temporalities, unmaking space and rerouting time. In each 

of these spaces, possibilities emerge for rearticulating the relationality of Asianness to racial 

hierarchies of antiblackness, as well as reimagining what Asian American futures are. 

As I embrace racial geography as both a spatial and a temporal project in this conclusion, 

I turn to the experimental public art of the non-binary Chinese diasporic artist Jess X. Snow. 

Their public art project In the Future, Our Asian Community Is Safe encompasses a mural on 

Mosco St. in New York’s Chinatown with an augmented reality component, as well as billboards 

and a video installation on the façade of Playwrights Horizons. Snow’s artistic practice re-

imagines Asian American futurities as organized around solidarity and safety, responding to anti-

Asian racist violence, as well as the violence of borders, settler colonialism, and police.  

 Snow’s mural reorients space and time on Mosco Street. Over a red ground that blends 

out into the red brick of the building, two Asian elders rest in a “monumental embrace,” as the 

statement painted by the mural describes it, as native flowers bloom around them. Below the 

statement is an acknowledgement of “the Lenape people’s historic and enduring relationship 

with Lenapehoking, where New York City sits. Our vision of safety for Chinatown communities 
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is interconnected with Indigenous flourishing and self-determination.” Snow’s artist statement 

presents the mural as an opening into a healthy, flourishing futurity: “Behind this Chinatown 

mural is a portal to a future. There is a place on the other side where, without the state, without 

prisons, we keep each other safe. Untouchable by white supremacy, uncontainable by nations 

and binaries. Our elders always make it home. The land is returned to Indigenous hands. And our 

children grow up knowing that one community’s safety cannot come at the cost of another’s.”1 

This work opens that space through its insistence on mutual solidarities among oppressed, 

racialized people as the basis for safety, not the state. It opens this space as the embracing figures 

appear to grow with the native plants from the sidewalk, towering above us, larger than we can 

easily see or contain in our vision. Snow adds, “This future is not just a destination, but a multi-

generational lifelong practice that begins in the present moment.” Thus, Snow’s mural and the 

grammar they use to frame it envisions the future in the present, in the ways we are present to 

and with each other, in our webs of interconnection and incommensurability. I visited the mural 

this past fall with a dear friend. As we stood across the narrow street from the mural, we could 

hear the sounds of play and music in the park down the street, as well as the frying and banging 

of woks from a basement kitchen that had its doors open to the sidewalk. The mural transforms 

the small street into a space of reflection, reorienting our bodies to the space. As some walked by 

on the sidewalk with their heads down, heading home, others stopped, as we did, to face the wall 

on other side and stare up, mouths open like hungry birds. Instead of a street to move through, 

oriented around a telos of passing through to a destination, this became a place to linger, to 

change the orientation of our bodies to the street and to each other.  

 
1 Snow, “Between You & Me... A Portal to the Future.” 
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 Snow’s video art installation expands on these themes. As part of their public art project, 

they created billboards and a video installation displayed on the façade of the Playwrights 

Horizons theater in New York. The experimental video is formed by loving, dreamlike shots of 

Asian peoples with text displayed on the screen inspired by karaoke subtitles. The text reads in 

part, “In the future, bulletproof and brave with all our genders trailing behind us/ We illuminate 

the sky./ The loved ones we’ve lost rise like a phoenix from ash,” as two figures embrace each 

other in a field and then glitch and disappear from the frame. The words continue, “We 

reincarnate a home./ A thousand Chinatowns Filipinotowns Koreatowns & Little Saigons/ Light 

up the night.” As swelling music plays with a layered voice singing “in the future,” the text 

reads, “In the future we become stars/ The seeds and Motherland all at once/ A force so 

expansive/ No one can hurt us.” This video installation reimagines safety as springing from the 

depths and power of community and the future as a radically open, indeterminate space. Snow 

describes this work as “completed by the audience and also by the site and neighborhood it 

inhabits…A still image wouldn’t have been enough for this location: I want the future we’re 

calling in to feel alive, tender, and fragile.”2 In this video installation’s invocation of the future is 

a vision of Asian American futurity as experimental, fugitive, and grounded in solidarity and 

community.  

The spaces my project imagines together—the convenience store, the campus, and the 

freeway—mark racial geographies of Asian American racialization and relationality with 

Blackness. In the convenience store—so often imagined as a zone of conflict and possible space 

of solidarity as in Do the Right Thing, Native Speaker, and Gook—I find the grounds of Asian 

American feminist visions of the city as an inhabitable geography and space of flourishing. The 

 
2 Snow, “Photos of “In the Future".” 
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experimental documentary A Long Song for Latasha and Janet’s photographic praxis in Kim’s 

Convenience narrate the futurity of the city’s plantation and coolie futures otherwise. This 

(im)possible futurity attends to the ways that Black and Asian American women have been, are 

already, and will be living beyond the destructive projects of the Human. As these feminist 

solidarities refuse assimilation to such hierarchies, they instead dwell in opacities, centering 

experimental and nonrepresentational forms that re-make and re-envision the city and its futures. 

 In TV depictions of college campuses and in serial radical student movements, I examine 

the seriality of race and the serial experiments that disturb the futurity of the serial narrative 

form, offering routes to alter and transform racism’s serial temporal structures. In the campus TV 

series Dear White People, I find ways in which student activists attempt to inhabit their own 

temporal frames that push against a telos of reform and serial return to equilibrium, while 

Grown-ish displays an anxious, unsettled relationship to its sitcom seriality and the position of 

Black and Asian American students. And in the serial demands and archival documents of 

student movements, racialized students create radical visions of their future and the future of the 

university that they embody in the fugitive here and now. This fugitive futurity of the university 

has been essential to shaping Asian American politics on campus and beyond, grounded in 

solidarity and a refusal to accept reform as the horizon of transformation.  

 On the freeway, Asian American road narratives block, subvert, and refuse the space of 

the road and thus the space of the nation, contesting the space of the highway as a route for 

integration into the national body, and instead posing Asian American politics as a blockage of 

racial infrastructures, an (im)possible crash that reorganizes space and time. As the magical 

orange bends time and space in Tropic of Orange and Irene spins around on and explodes the site 
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of memory at the close of Strawberry Fields, this fugitive inhabiting of the freeway yields a 

futurity that refuses teleological temporalities of assimilation and instead inhabits time otherwise. 

 By turning to racial geographies as a means to examine Asian American racialization and 

solidarities, this project looks to the histories—of the Coolie, of interracial conflict, of campus 

activism, of national highway space—that shape Asian American geographies. But this project 

looks as well to the fugitive, “terrible, beautiful, irreducible futurity” that is shaped in our present 

by Asian American feminist opacities of solidarity with Blackness and ways of being otherwise 

that refuse integration to the Human and insist on finding in our exclusions radical space to 

imagine our futures differently, grounded in our incommensurable differences.3 This otherwise 

stance to Asian American futurity is a speculative technology, following Aimee Bahng, and a 

remaking of the grounds of our shared world. 

 These future visions illustrate the negotiations of space and temporality in popular culture 

that this project explores. The imagined spaces of this project—the convenience store, the 

campus, and the freeway—together pose a question: How do we envision our futurity as one of 

radical transformation, rather than integration and assimilation? By tracing these spaces through 

literature and screen media, possibilities emerge for temporalities that refuse telos of progress 

and linger in opacities, fugitivity, and refusal. These experimental modes picture possibilities 

that arise through feminist solidarities with Blackness, through serial experiments, through 

generative blockages that imagine space and time otherwise. Snow writes, “This future begins 

not only in our dreams, but in the moments of mutual care and love…It begins in the coalitions 

of solidarity that the Asian community forms with Pacific Islander, Black, Indigenous, and 

Diasporic communities globally. We are interconnected to each other deeply, and our liberation 

 
3 Moten, Stolen Life, 264. 
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is bound to each other.”4 Considering these fugitive openings means considering the future 

spaces we want to grow together and how we can animate those futures as ones organized around 

the flourishing of all life. These moments in popular media are portals, as Snow’s mural and 

video art are, that invite us to step through into these futures and to live in them as our 

impossible present, remaking space and time. 

  

 
4 Snow, “Between You & Me... A Portal to the Future.” 
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