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Representing “Representations of Asians in the American Public Imagination”:
The Problems of Representation as a Problematic

Ryan Bishop

"No more than philosophy or science, literature is not an institution among
others; it is at once institution and counter-institution, placed at a distance from the
institution, at the angle that the institution makes with itself in order to take a distance
Jrom itself, by itself. And if literature maintains some sort of privilege , it is in part by
reason of what it thematizes about the event of writing, and in part because of what,
in its political history, links literature to that principle authorization to ‘say
everything’ whereby it is related in such a unique fashion to what is called truth,
fiction, simulacrum, science, philosophy, law, right, democracy.” — Jacques Derrida

This paper began as an exploration of teaching American literature and culture
in Asia. Therefore, the topoi of pedagogy (teaching), content (American literature
and culture) and context (in Asia) were explicitly in play. My initial approach
emphasized context because [ wished to provide a comparative analysis of teaching a
course about representations of Asians in the American public imagination in two
different settings: in a US and in an Asian context. Although I will address this issue,
it will be from a somewhat oblique angle. And while a typology of pedagogy, content
and context sounds neat and tidy, the categories’ integrity does not hold up well when
one looks at it closely. That is, issues of pedagogy almost always entail contextual and
content issues. So, I have decided to limit the work of this paper to one particular
nexus of concerns that allows me to consider all three categories simultaneously: that
is, tﬁe problems associated with getting students to understand representation as a

problematic, in the standard Foucauldian sense of the term.

The range of representations of Asians in the American public imagination
reveals immediately the problematic of representation. From railroad coolies to
cunning corporate executives, from enemy-in-our-midst to model minority
community, from evil seductress to eroticism incamate, and from tyrannical despot to
last hope in the Cold War “domino” theory, Asians and the nations they come from
have figured prominently in American popular culture, national politics, and
international policy. As the 1997 Senate committee hearings on campaign financing
attest, not to mention the neo-Cold War tribulations afflicted on Chinese-American
nuclear scientist Dr. Wen Ho Lee, Asian-Americans remain under suspicion of

having loyalties that reside with their “home” nations and cultures in a way few other




ethnic groups do. The course “Representations of Asians in the American Public
Imagination” examines the historical experience of Asian-Americans and the many,
often contradictory, roles they (and by extension Asians) have played in the collective
national psyche and places the given representations within the cultural-historical
contexts in which they emerged. In so doing, we explore how these representations
have functioned in the nation’s vision of itself, that is, how mainstream national
anxietics and desires have manifested themselves in and through the varied
representations of Asians and Asian-Americans, These representations of Asians,
especially during the 20™ century, tell us much more about US national policy and
concerns about national identity, however, than they do about the countries, cultures

and peoples they portray.

While such a statement might be applicable to a number of “ethnic” or
“minority” groups, it is especially so for Asian-Americans because of several specific
factors that uniquely mark their position within recent US history. Primary among
these is the fact that East and Southeast Asia became sites for American imperialism
and the continuation of the doctrine of Manifest Destiny. These interventions led not
only to increased immigration from these areas but also to an increased interest in the
people and cultures of these regions as they became a springboard for the US to
realize its perceived historical project in the 20™ century. The US, as a result, was
engaged mihtarily in this part of the globe for nearly a hundred years. Such cannot be
said for any other site from which large numbers of immigrants have come (although
good cases can be made for Central and South America as having structurally similar

interactions with the US).

The fact that both China and Japan emerged early in the 20 century as
formidable military, political, and (occasionally) economic rivals in this region, as
well as globally, further lends import to the role Asians and Asian cultures have
played in the collective American psyche. The promise of vast Asian markets for the
consumption of US goods also stimulated engagement with the region. (The Chinese
market is something the US has salivated over since the first official trading
expedition led by John Greene in 1785 and was used as further legitimization for US
intervention in the Philippines in the 1890s.) Additionally, the unique position of
Asian-Americans results from their being a significant non-Caucasian immigrant

group, and one largely found on the West Coast far from the cultural power centers



on the eastern seaboard. With the concentrated military, economic, and political
interest in Asia, this immigrant group has garnered more scrutiny, and suspicion, than
any other from the late 19™ century to the present. When these factors are combined
with the “Orientalism” prevalent in popular culture, as well as in academia and high
culture, a potent mix of real and imagined threats and desires accrued around Asian

cultures and peoples, and especially these immigrant communities.

Four main issues about representations need to be constantly and consistently
reinforced, regardless of pedagogical context; that is, whether taught in the US or

Asia.

1) The representations tell us much more about mainstream US national
identity concemns than they do about the people or cultures being represented. As
Gregory Bateson reminds us, the division of the perceived universe into parts and
wholes is a useful, and perhaps necessary, tool for human cognition, but no necessity
determines the division. That is, we determine which difference constitutes a
difference significant enough to make a difference, and this becomes the basis for

cultural, diacritical representations.

2) But simply because the representations tell us more about those performing
the representations than it does about those being represented, this does not mean that
we are necessarily concerned with intentionality and agency because they coalesce too
easily with naive notions of representation, misrepresentation and conspiratorial
accusations. Instead, we focus on the event of representations within any given text as
an intertextual result of the various discursive, material, social and political concerns

of a given cultural-historical milieu.

3) The representations examined by the course are by no means always
negative or derogatory; in fact, they are often the opposite. Further, whole sets of
representations about the same group usually contain massive inconsistencies and
contradictions. (What one ofien experiences with these representations is a point
Virginia Woolf makes about the books on women she finds in the British Museum:
that women are generally regarded by male authors as either goddesses or monsters.
Often the pattemn for representations of alterity reveals the represented as either
disproportionately admirable or despicable, beautiful or ugly, cultivated or savage,

superhuman or subhuman: rarely ever simply human.)



4) The US is not exceptional in the practice of this representational regime.
All cultures engage in representations of other cultures to address their own specific
needs, desires, fears, hopes, and concerns while smmultaneously constructing visions of
themselves through what they believe themselves not to be. But because of the unigue
global position the US currently occupies, it is important to place its representations
under special scrutiny, especially as these representations enter the flow of global

popular culture.

To reinforcing these ideas, students can think along the lines of an economics
of Representation: who gets to represent whom? Whose representations have currency,
count, get circulated, are consumed, and have value? And whose do not? The course is
interested in how these representations operate at specific moments and specific ways,
but alse, by implication, how they shape our daily reality — how representations in
general construct our quotidian “common-sense” versions of experience. Or, to put
this in other terms, one goal of the course is for students to make the self-reflexive,
critical turn for themselves. By rendering what is implicit in specific cultural
representations as explicit, they can determine to what extent they wish to be complicit

with them.

In both the US and the Asian contexts, however, problems with the teaching of
representations as a problematic exist. On one level, students find it difficult to break
out of the traditional, positivist view of representation and misrepresentation, and thus
they wish to concentrate on the US as the hegemonic misrepresenter of Asians. This a
priori, that the representation merely and simply represents or distorts whatever is
present, operates in both classroom contexts, despite its Aristotelian antecedents,
Explicitly examining the operations of Aristotle’s Tepresentation can go some way
toward clanfying both where their “common-sense” views have come from and why
they hold them dear. But gaining any sort of critical distance about fow
representations function in a given culture and what they do within that culture proves
difficult -- even when, for example, it is the Aristotelian representation of the
processes of representation. And this situation holds despite the fact that students
have a fairly clear sense of identity politics and its stakes, or perhaps even because of

their working knowledge of identity politics.

At another level, increased information technology literacy allows students

now to be quite comfortable with the way images and information shape one’s




perception of the self and others. It also provides marginal comfort with other notions,
such as simulacra, useful to accessing the problematic of representation. IT can, and
should, aid a more nuanced and sophisticated reading of representations. Having said
this, however, it is just barely the case, and more disconcertingly, rarely the case that
IT leads to this kind of introspection and critical evaluation. In fact, the problems
emergent from the positivist view of representations are often reinforced by IT, where
the belief that these are “only images” (or “only representations”) reinscribes its
attendant belief in the necessity of getting the “real” representations “right” once one
emerges from interactions with cyberselves in cyberspace. All of this to say that two
areas familiar to our students today and that should enable critical engagement with
representation — i.e., identity politics and cyber-attributes — have largely served to

reinforce an unproblematic view of the operation of representations.

To get a sense of how the course attempts to address many of the issues about
representation raised earlier, as well as some of the problems just presented, we can
turn to the well-trod ground of the many manifestations of “Madame Butterfly.” A
useful question to begin with is why has this simple and simplistic story of cross-
cultural, interracial “love” (for lack of a better term) captured the American public
imagination for over 100 years? From Pierre Loti’s 1880s travel fantasy to Miss
Saigon and the current Geisha craze glutting bookstores? One answer is because it
isn’t the same story; that is, the many variations on the same theme tell us something
about the US and its own anxieties and desires at specific moments as revealed in the
discourses deployed. Yet another answer is that it is the same story, one that tells the
US a very comfortable and comforting tale about its position in relation to the rest of
the world. Both answers begin to shed some light on the problematic of representation

while proving pedagogically beneficial at several different levels.

The “Madame Butterfly” trope is productive in the classroom not only because
it has been operative from the 1880s until the present, or because of its different
variations and what they reveal about the US at given cultural/historical moments, but
also because several manifestations of it address explicitly the power of representation
and its relation to knowledge. It is important to note here that I am not advocating an

either/or approach here, but rather a both/and approach.

Getting at the materials through a close examination of the moment of

production provides excellent cultural-historical analytic possibilities. We can, for




example, look at a specific early set of manifestations of the “Madame Butterfly” story
and find a densely intertextual, cross-cultural group that reveals many of the tensions
in the US about expansionism vs. isolationism in the fin-de-siecle moment. But this
textual group also reveals tensions about the nature and verity of representation itself
at the same moment. This set begins with Pierre Loti’s popular travelogue about
Japan, Madame Chrysanthemum, published in 1887, and then shifts to the US prime
mover of this tale, John Luther Long’s “Madame Butterfly,” which was serialized in
1898 in Century Magazine. Long’s story was dramatized, at his behest, by David
Belasco in 1900. Giaccomo Puccini attended a London performance of the play, and it
became the basis of his opera Madama Butterfly in 1902, with a libretto drawing on
Loti, Long and RBelasco. So Long’s version of Loti’s encounter with a “temporary
Japanese wife” had three specific and different avatars in three different media
(novella, theater, and opera) in a matter of four years. And the differences between the
versions reveal a great deal about the then contemporary US debates regarding
expansionism and imperialism. The primary infervening event during the trajectory of

Long’s texts is, of course, the Spanish-American (Cuban-F ilipino) War.

Before the war essentially ended the debate about the moral, ethical, and
material viability of an explicit pursuit of imperial expansion, a number of leading
American intellectuals and industrialists spoke in opposition to such inter-nationalist
adventures. William James suggested rather colorfully that the US was about to “puke
up its heritage” in the pursuit of imperialism. Such caution against US hubris can also
be found in the first Long text, the serialized novella. Once we work past all of the
Orientalist clichés and reductivist cultural pronouncements, we find a Pinkerton with
little to recommend him and who comes in for more than a modicum of authorial
rebuke, especially with regard to his cavalier and caddish treatment of Cho-Cho San. If
the relationship is read as a metonym of sorts for US-Other interaction in a semi-
imperial setting, then we have a cautionary tale about unintended consequences, about
how arrogance and ignorance destroy innocence. While this is all stiil wildly
condescending, there is no detusion about US agency, culpability, and exploitation in
these matters. These are the very qualities, of course, that are elided once the story
takes the relationship into the realm of romantic love, as the play and opera do. In a
very short time, then, we witness in the various Long texts a move away from overt

criticism of US engagement in imperialistic actions — a criticism that reflects the
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debates of the contemporary moment — to an erasure of such national and individual
doubts through the insertion of romantic love, much as the Spanish-American War

essentially quelled debates about the US role on the global stage.

More usefully, however, many of these early “Madame Butterfly”
manifestations provide extended examination of representations and how they do or
do not work. By concentrating on this preoccupation in the texts themselves, the
course can inductively access the problematic of representation. Pierre Loti’s
travelogue proves éspecially fecund in this regard. On first meeting his fiancée, he
claims “Heavens! Why, I know her already! Long before ever setting foot in Japan, I
had met with her, on every fan, on every teacup.” (56) Later when he wonders
whether or not this particular Oniental woman can “actually think,” Loti asks, “Is it a
woman or a doll?” (64) — reversing the direction of the representation by moving
from the corporeal to the porcelain. This movement reveals the extent to which
representation and the world interpenetrate and infuse one another in Loti’s text, in

spite of his efforts to keep them separate.

In fact, Loti himself is a painter, and claims that he can “draw from nature,”
(298) by which he means in a 19" century form of European realism. Because he has
been able to “master . . . a few notions of perspective” and can draw objects as he
“sees them, without giving them distorted and grimacing attitudes,” Loti claims to
amaze his Japanese subjects by “the air of reality” he can put in his sketches, (298)
Although Loti contrasts his form of representation with the stylized, “faulty” images
produced by Japanese art, his rhetoric undermines the stability of these oppositional
categories, for it is this same stylized and distorted Japanese artistic production that
has allowed him to “know” his bride before he even meets her, a point he often

invokes.

The ground beneath Loti’s representational feet begins to pitch and buck,
causing him to grow increasingly insecure in his knowledge of his rented wife,
himself and the world. Even his “realistic” drawings are imbued with a cultural bias,
as he finds they portray a “French look” to his Japanese subjects. The ennui that
permeates the final portions of the text, in fact, centers on the excess of meaning
generated by the continuum of representations he has encountered, and the book
becomes an extended meditation on the ramifications of the instability of

representation. Both paint and prose fail him in his endeavors o capture “the extreme




antiquity” and “the perfect cleanliness” (300) of his setting. In despair, he claims,
“No, all of this cannot be expressed, but remains undemonstrable, undefinable.” (300)
In a final act of visual representation and remembrance, Loti wishes “to carry away”
with him “an ornament, a specimen of the Japanese tattooers, who have a delicacy of
finish which is unequalled.” (325) Both the corpus of the text and the corpus of the

author, then, carry traces and marks revealing the problematic of representation.,

Long’s 1898 novella similarly engages in some mimetic reflection and
oddities. He spends an inordinate amount of textual space rendering the ways Cho-
Cho San butchers English, and in the process makes the rural Japanese woman speak
a dialect that sounds peculiarly like the representations of “Black speech” deployed in
19™ century minstrel shows — perhaps the most complex and bizarre set of interracial
representations in US history. Cho-Cho San sings a song Pinkerton taught her that is
a variation of the nursery rhyme “Rock-a-by baby,” which in her mutilated version
goes: “Rog-a-by, bebby, off in Japan/ You jus’ a picture off of a fan.” (20) The
representational density increases as it becomes more of a closed circuit, for the
chirographic representation of speech contains referents from Loti, in which Cho-Cho
San identifies herself in an infantilized and vaudevillian manner as “just a picture off
of a fan.” But consider the distance our petite heroine travels with regard to her
linguistic skills in just a few years, when this female Japanese version of Step’n Fetch
turns mto the full-throated Italian warbler of Puccini’s arias, from a libretto penned
with Long’s assistance. How and why do such dramatic changes in the character and
her language occur? What might they tell us about their moments of production and
initial reception? What might they tell us about the amazing elasticity of the
representation of language invoked by Long? What do they tell us about the protean,

shape-shifting nature of representations?

Some sixty years after Puccini’s opera hit the stage, it entered cinema, once
again, as a film about the making of a film version of the opera in the 1962 Hollywood
production, My Geisha. Because this is a film about the making of a film, it is overtly
concerned with cinematic mimesis, the authenticity of representation and the
maintenance of the tradition of “high” culture. The director of the film within the film,
in fact, wishes to make an “authentic” version of Puccini’s Madama Buiterfly, and to
do so he wants to use “real” Japanese settings, “real” Japanese actors, and an untrained

“geisha” to play an “authentic” Cho-cho San. The director in the film explains, “I'm



going to use a real Japanese girl. That’s the kind of picture it’s going to be: real.”
Before we delve into some of the issues surrounding representation embedded in the
movie’s premise of a Hollywood film presenting an authentic version of an Italian
opera based on an American novella, itself based on a French travelogue, and which
seeks this authenticity not in Italy or the US or France but in the site where the texts

are sef, we can tum to some other approaches to the film in this course.

Gina Marchetti (176-201) usefully reads My Geisha in terms of women’s
issues in so far as Japanese women are portrayed as embodying a feminine ideal that
the US has supposedly lost. Given the context of the moment of production,
Marchetti’s take works very well indeed. The late 1950s, early 1960s found the status
and stability of the very recently constructed “nuclear family” threatened by the
perceived autonomy of women. Simone de Beauvoir’s pioneering book The Second
Sex was translated into English in 1953; Helen Gurley Brown’s Sex and the Single
Girl appeared in 1962, and Gloria Steinem established Ms. Magazine in the early
‘60s. These publications, among many other such markers, signaled to mainstream
US culture a shift in the relative position and power of women, and Hollywood, ever
conservative despite its liberal reputation, responded with several films about the

genteel and submissive nature of Japanese women.

Although Marchetti tends to concentrate on the contrasts between Japanese
and US women in My Geisha, placing the film in the larger context of contrasting
Japanese and US cultures as a whole also proves useful. The film’s representations
cut in a number of different ways and work on many levels at once. Because the 1949
revolution in China changed dramatically the post World War I1, emergent Cold War
political landscape in Asia as far as US policy was concerned, US audiences were
presented with a stream of films that completely subverted the propagandistic
onslaught they experienced during the war, which vilified the Japanese and made
heroic the Chinese. The 1950s, therefore, found Hollywood films engaged in the
rehabilitation of Japan and Japanese culture on a grand scale, and My Geisha easily
and productively fits this mold. Within a mere ten years or so, in US cinematic
representations, the Japanese went from having a culture that almost demanded
extinction to one that could be productively emulated. By examining the

representations of women as indicative of US anxieties about female autonomy at
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home, students can readily move to reading the representations of Japanese culture

writ large as indicative of US anxieties about political ideology and power abroad.

But if we add the constant concern the film displays about the nature of
representation to the mix, we see again how fully fused pedagogy, content and
context are. Because it is a film about filmmaking and the desire to simultaneously
create an “authentic” version of Puccini’s opera while documenting a culture
disappearing under the influence of US occupation forces and global presence, My
Geisha returns again and again to representation and knowledge formation. One of
the major themes and concerns of this film is “authenticity,” which assumes a stable
reality that the representation seeks to reproduce faithfully. The crux of the movie
concentrates on gender and race as emergent from nature and reality but largely
manifested as performative and cultural products that can and do belie inherent
nataral qualities. This slippage provides a useful wedge into the problematic of

representation as a problematic.

But the organization and articulation of Hollywood films as supposedly “just
entertainment” makes it difficult for students to see the slippage and, therefore, the
problematic. Despite the classroom situation and context, students still suspend their
disbelief enough to become invested in My Geisha and moved by it. Why? Potential
answers drive straight to the heart of the problems of representation delineated carlier.
Is the most useful answer simply the seamless blend of ideology and entertainment?
In both the Asian and the US contexts, 1 often propose the theorem that the higher the
entertainment quotient, the higher the ideology quotient — or rather, the higher the
intended entertainment quotient, the higher the ideology quotient. Interestingly
enough, however, students are not similarly bound up with the narrative of the
Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Flower Drum Song or Charlie Chan in the Secret
Service, for example, which provide enough entertainment distance from the
representations for students to more readily read them in critical terms. That is, these
other films have enough distance from the contemporary manifestations of classic
Hollywood narrative that still mark cinema today that these films do not meet
students’ expectations of what they believe entertainment to be. The entertainment-
ideology ratio seems more productive in my Singaporean context, however, than in
the US because reading against the grain of a text is a rather novel experience for

Singaporean students. Being told that the textual intent is not necessarily of primary
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import, and that the unintentional is just as vital, offers many Singaporean students
some issues and challenges they seem to relish. But if students can begin to think
along those lines, then the problematic of representation as a problematic becomes

less difficult to recognize.

Because information technologies operate in much the same cultural and
intellectual space for students that entertainment does, IT provides similar promise
and pitfalls in accessing this problematic. To make it easier for students to read
cultural productions for unintended content, we can find some specific IT examples
that function in oddly productive ways. I am thinking here specifically of Lili ™
Version 1.2, the computer-generated Video Jockey on MTV who is presented as
“powered by Ericsson,” the telecommunications company. Because she is on MTV
and flogs the cellular phones of her creator (phones, which by the way, carry her
image on them), Lili is simultaneously an IT and entertainment product and
advertisement. Her webpage describes her as a “svelte cyber VI,” who is “hip . .
-sexy, Asian and single.” Her “mission in life,” as webpages tend to sound
increasingly like a parody of the Miss America contest, is “to be the voice of Asia’s
youth.” To aid her in this virtwoso ventriloquist act, Lili has been programmed to
speak Mandarian, Hindi and English, depending on the market she is addressing, or

perhaps speaking for.

Reading Lili’s various subject and object positions reveals the problematic of
representation quite clearly. For the more immediate concerns of this course, Lili
embodies the genetic transmogrification of race wrought by Japanese manga and
anime, through which doe-eyed, small-nosed, angular-jaw-lined, and Barbie-doll-
figured females are widely read as a representation of the ideal Japanese female. So,
Lili does double duty in Asia, as both a J-pop object of desire and Euro-pop object of
the same. But, as is often the case with pop culture, she simply reinscribes the male
projection of the Japanese female as an object of desire, the same one we see in Cho-
Cho San. How Lili ™ Version 1.2 came into being resembles how Cho-Cho San came
into existence. Vestiges of Madame Butterfly reside in Lili ™ Version 1.2 because
she is the product of similar synchronic and diachronic processes of projection and
fetishization. These are the processes of perceived, or assumed, corporeal and

cultural traits that coalesce in Madame Butterfly’s various manifestations. These
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processes reside at the heart of representation as a problematic: that is, how

representations function not simply as reflections of reality but as constitutive of it.

A closing anecdote neatly illustrates this point. I was discussing cyber-Lili
with my tutor for this course, a Cambridge-trained Singaporean male reared on J-pop
culture. When I mentioned that the characters in Japanese anime sport exaggerated
Caucasian features that have become “Japanese” solely through representation,
repetition, commodification, and circulation, he was more than slightly taken aback.
His shock of recognition was not so much the mistake of confusing the representation
with the thing itself, or the map for the territory, but rather a realization that we cannot
know either the map or the territory without one another. His msight into how
representation operates was the giddy flight from the tyranny of the copula (how
things are) to the brief reprieve of the modal (that things could have been, and can be,
otherwise). In this one moment, the perils and promise of the problematic of
representation as problematic manifested themselves. In the classroom, one prays for

such moments and naively prepares for them.
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