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My study endeavors to show how oriental imagery in Hollywood has changed as
the Asian American population has grown and as East Asian countries have entered
economic First World status. In the process it poses the following questions. How does
oriental imagery function in cyberpunk films? What relationship does such imagery have
to past and present racial constructions of Asians and Asian Americans in the U. S.? How
does this imagery rework Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism? And what new analytical
frameworks does it suggest for examining racial and cultural exchange, appropriation,
and commodification in U. S. popular culture? My dissertation approaches these
questions by looking at expressions of the contemporary “Orient” in Hollywood’s
celluloid projections of the future. In doing so, it attempts to make sense of the growing

representations of East Asian bodies and cultures as “oriental style.”
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Introduction

SEEING ASIAN AMERICAN ALIENS

In October 2001 I was naturalized as an American citizen after spending most of
my life in the United States as a permanent resident alien. Only a month had passed since
the September 11 terrorist attacks, so patriotic sentiment naturally was running quite high
in the San Antonio auditorium where the ceremony was held. I don’t remember much --
just standing up, sitting down, repeating certain words and phrases, smiling, and waving
my miniature American flag with those around me when we were prompted to do so by
the enthusiastic veteran volunteers in the aisles. These rituals did not particularly move
me. What did move me was something wholly unexpected. After the ceremony was over,
I walked out of the auditorium with my family into the harsh Texas sun. Suddenly I
flashed back twenty four years earlier when we had immigrated to the United States, and
the same sunlight had hit my four year old face. Recalling the loss and loneliness I had
felt then, as I walked out of the airport into a bright, open place full of people who looked
nothing like me, speaking a language I couldn’t understand, my eyes filled with hot,
stinging tears. I was officially a US citizen, but the memory of living and struggling as a
paradoxical “resident alien” remained in my body.

The next week I was skimming the essays I had written for my comprehensive
exams earlier that summer, hoping to come up with an interesting dissertation topic. I
knew I wanted to write on some aspect of Asian American experience and popular media,
but didn’t feel much like expanding any of the papers I had already written which dealt
with specific Asian American narratives, artists, and audiences. It seemed to me that
other scholars already were doing very good work in this area, and I wasn’t sure if or how

I could make a useful contribution. Doing graduate work in Austin, Texas also posed
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certain limitations in terms of accessing Asian American communities, cultural products,
and academic resources. I was about to give up when, glancing through the literature on
legal and popular representations of Asian Americans in the US, it struck me how many
times the word “alien” appeared. While this term frequently came up, it was always
interpreted metaphorically. No one had been silly enough to compare legally and
culturally “alien” Asian Americans with the little green creatures from Mars or not-quite-
human androids in US science fiction movies. After thinking it over briefly, I decided I
would not be the first.

I changed my mind a few days later after watching the Director’s Cut of the cult
classic, Brazil (Gilliam 1985), on the big screen. I had gone to the screening with a friend
of mine — a talented, nationally recognized filmmaker and, like myself, a science fiction
fan. Later, while we were singing Gilliam’s praises, I asked him what he thought about
the East Asian images in the dream sequences. He looked confused so I clarified: what
did he think about the huge samurai robot-monster that the protagonist keeps fighting,
and the little dwarves with Buddha-like masks that pull the cage holding his love interest?
My friend took a sip of his beer, looked thoughtful for a second, and said he hadn’t really
noticed. Not wanting to bore him with my half-spun ideological readings, I kept quiet and
decided to bring up the topic later with my colleagues.

When I did, however, I almost always met with the same response. Very few
seemed to have noticed this imagery, much less considered its orientalist undertones in
any serious fashion. Even most of my professors, while intrigued and supportive, did not
seem completely convinced that such imagery existed, and if it did, how I would manage
to write an entire dissertation about it. They suggested I watch more science fiction
movies to see if samurai robots and little Buddha figures appeared in more than one

example. I followed their advice and rented films I had not seen since I was a child and

2



teenager. For the next few months, my nights were spent with lighted pen and clipboard
in hand as I scoured the mise-en-scene of a large number of contemporary science fiction

films for East Asian bodies, props, and iconography.

TRACING THE ORIENT: EXPLICIT REFERENCES TO EAST ASIA

What I discovered was nothing short of eye-opening. Science fiction films were
full not only of explicit “oriental” references as in Brazil but also of implicit references to
the “Orient” — in depictions of aliens and androids that bore a strong resemblance to
historical stereotypes of Asian Americans in US popular culture. In my study, by
“Orient” I mean a codified North American fantasy of East Asian cultures, places, and
bodies, which plays out in and across different cultural, political, and social realms.’ A
variation on Edward Said’s seminal notion of Orientalism, this particular definition of the
Orient will be expanded in the next chapter.

In this section I would like to sketch some instances of explicit references in
contemporary science fiction cinema to East Asian places, languages, iconography,
images, costumes, and cultural references. These will be followed with examples of
implicit references to East Asians and Asian Americans in the same body of films. I open
my study in this way to show readers that “oriental” imagery does in fact exist and that it
performs an important narrative and ideological function — not just in one science fiction
film but in many. Previous studies, some of which will be addressed in the next chapter,
have discussed the significant role of such imagery in Hollywood generally. I am
referring here to work by Eugene Franklin Wong (1978), Gina Marchetti (1993),
Matthew Bernstein and Gaylyn Studlar (1997), Traise Yamamoto (1998), Robert Lee
(1999), and Christina Klein (2003).



Unlike the studies cited above, my dissertation deals specifically with
contemporary US science fiction cinema. It focuses on this genre to investigate the
indirect social and aesthetic connections between representations of the “Orient” and
those of new technologies in Hollywood depictions of the future. In the process, my study
examines contemporary perceptions of East Asia and East Asian Americans in the US
popular imaginary and the place of such perceptions within the larger context of national
racial attitudes and relations. I will raise those questions toward the end of the
Introduction and proceed to engage with them throughout the dissertation. First, I will
describe what I found in my viewings of Hollywood science fiction movies from the
1980s to the present.

To begin with, in many of these narratives, East Asian places, languages, and
images have sinister and often perverse connotations. An early example occurs in a
famous scene from an early non-Hollywood film, Metropolis (Lang 1927): the “bad”
Maria, a robot facsimile of the human heroine, dances in the Yoshiwara district to a
crowd of licentious male workers. There are no East Asian bodies, architecture, or other
visual signifiers in sight; simply referencing the name of the famous red light district in
Tokugawa Japan and adding some vaguely Asian music sets an ambience of sexual
decadence and moral corruption. In the 1980s this rhetorical device was used to
reference East Asian, usually Japanese transnational corporations. For instance, the evil
ship, “Mother,” which Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) commands in Alien (Scott 1979) is
owned by a Japanese company as is Ash (Ian Holm), the android that later betrays the
crew. As well we learn in the opening of Videodrome (Cronenberg 1983) that the
protagonist, Max (James Woods) moonlights for a pornographic Japanese media

distributor, signifying his weakened moral status.



Until very recently in most science fiction films, East Asian bodies, when
appearing at all, have functioned largely as background much like other forms of non-
human “oriental” imagery. In Escape from New York (Carpenter 1981) the protagonist
Snake (Kurt Russell) faces a multicultural gang of convicts led by the highly vocal black
leader, the Duke of New York (Isaac Hayes). Prominent in several shots during Snake’s
captivity is an older, unnamed Asian American member of the gang (Lonnie Wun), who
never speaks and whose narrative purpose in the film therefore is never revealed.
Likewise, in Strange Days (Bigelow 1995), a large billboard advertisement with the
image of an elderly East Asian woman is displayed quite notably in the run-down parking
lot where the protagonists have their first violent encounter with the corrupt Los Angeles
police. Finally, both Strange Days and Existenz (Cronenberg 1999) contain extremely
violent and seemingly gratuitous scenes involving East Asian men being killed brutally in
Chinese restaurants suffused with red light.

Second, actors in many science fiction films wear vaguely East Asian costumes
which also suggest Middle Eastern and western medieval influences to evoke the
atmosphere of an exotic, otherworldly future. I am thinking here of the fantastic costumes
in Zardoz (1973), Dune (Lynch 1984), the Star Wars trilogy and prequels (Lucas 1977-
2002), Judge Dredd (Cannon 1995), Demolition Man (Brambilla 1993), The Fifth
Element (Besson 1997), and Equilibrium (Wimmer 2002), among others. The silk tunics,
brocaded vests, flowing robes, body armor, headgear, and various ornaments that adorn
the heads and bodies of the actors and actresses strongly allude to various traditional
forms of dress from China, Japan, and Korea. At the same time, none of these costumes
can be pinpointed directly to the dress of a specific nation, culture, or period. In this
sense, they perform a kind of hybrid Orientalism, a concept that will be fleshed out more

fully as the dissertation unfolds.



Finally, in what I call “cyberpunk cinema,” described briefly here as a subgenre
of dystopic science fiction cinema centering on computer culture and bio-technologies,
East Asian bodies and cultures often are associated directly with new technologies or
with those who manipulate those technologies. (A longer and more detailed discussion of
“cyberpunk cinema” appears in Chapter Two.) In Dreamscape (Ruben 1984) the
bedroom of the young male antagonist, a socially maladjusted computer nerd, is plastered
with posters of martial arts master, Bruce Lee. In Johnny Mnemonic (Long 1995) the
protagonist (Keanu Reeves) flees from the evil yakuza who are trying to steal the
software that has been downloaded into his brain. In Hackers (Softley 1995) two hip,
effeminate Asian American male youth help save the day by virtually uniting all the
hackers of the world through their live television broadcast. We never see these
secondary characters interacting in the flesh with the principal characters but only as
mediated TV images in the vein of Max Headroom.

Most recently, in Minority Report (Spielberg and Kubrick 2000), John Anderton
(Tom Cruise) learns during a visit to the GAP that the eyes from the transplant he has
received after his escape from the law originally belonged to “Mr. Yamamoto,” a man of
obviously Japanese descent. As Lisa Nakamura has pointed out, the racialized aspect of
Anderton’s new fugitive identity is important since in the futuristic society of the film,
personal identity is determined by one’s eyes — or more specifically, by the ability of
surveillance technologies to “read” the information behind those eyes (Nakamura “’If
You Could See’).

Finding explicit, visual examples of East Asian influence in science fiction
cinema such as those described above was both exciting and encouraging. The next more

difficult step, however, was making sense of the relationship between these



representations and more implicit references to East Asia and East Asian Americans in

cyberpunk cinema.

PUTTING IT TOGETHER: IMPLICIT REFERENCES TO EAST ASIA

In Eastern Standard Time, a compendium of popular knowledge on Asian and
Asian American cultures, the editors of 4 Magazine provide an informal list of
stereotypes for Asians and Asian Americans in television and the movies. They include
for women, the Lotus Blossom, Dragon Lady, Butterfly, Asian Harlot, War Bride, and
Asian Broadcast Babe; and for men, the Oriental Sage, Diabolical Tyrant, Asian
Sidekick, Martial Arts Killing Machine, Super Nerd, Brutal Chinese Gangster, Japanese
Corporate Predator, and Rude Korean Storekeeper (Yang et. al. 111, 118-119). These
signifiers are associated with both actual and fictitious people such as early screen actress
Anna May Wong, pulp fiction turned serial film and television characters Fu Manchu and
Charlie Chan, the character Suzie Wong, martial arts film star Bruce Lee, and
anchorwoman Connie Chung.

The stereotypes fall at different points in the tenuous binary between what could
be described as two uber-stereotypes of Asian Americans in US popular culture, the
“model minority” and the “gook.” The former was a term that emerged in the Civil
Rights era to categorize overachieving Asian Americans but that in concept, already had
existed in nineteenth century representations of the docile, hardworking coolie,
laundryman and houseboy. According to Yang et. al., the term “model minority”
originally appeared in the 1960s in popular press articles that extolled the strong work
ethic and family values of Japanese and Chinese Americans.” Political conservatives
were quick to take up the Model Minority thesis in order to discredit the Civil Rights

Movement (331). In the 1970s the Model Minority was associated with Southeast Asian
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refugees whose arrival threatened to take jobs away from Anglo Americans, fostering
white resentment. This resentment, mixed with bewildered admiration, grew in the 1970s
and 1980s as Japanese auto and consumer electronic industries gained more power and as

[3

second generation “whiz kid” Asian Americans became a notable presence in higher
education. Ambivalence toward the Model Minority grew in the 1990s as the label
became attached to successful Asian American entrepreneurs (/bid).

“Gook,” a derogatory term for Filipinos, Japanese, Koreans, and Vietnamese, has
two origin narratives, both based on US military presence in Asia. According to Kim
Pearson, the first account traces the term to the Filipino Uprising of 1899 at which time
American soldiers called the Filipinos “gugus,” a play off a Tagalog word that means
“tutelary spirit” (““Gook”). The second account, which may or may not be related to the
first, has the word originating from a mangling of the Korean term “guk” (meaning
“country”) by US officers during the Korean War (/bid). According to Robert Lee, these
two seemingly opposite characterizations of East Asian Americans are linked since the
“model minority” can at any time turn into the “gook” and occasionally, vice versa (180-
191). Both stereotypes and those that emerge from them, draw an increasingly complex
picture of what I will refer to throughout this dissertation as the “Oriental Other.”

Lee quotes one of his students to distinguish the “Oriental” from the “Asian” thus:
“Orientals are rugs, not people” (ix). As Lee goes on to note, constructions of the Orient
and Asia, “Orientals” and “Asians” mutually define each other in a symbiotic
relationship, which is tilted in favor of the representation rather than the bodies and
histories being represented. To put it another way, orientalist discourse wittingly or
unwittingly has had the effect of turning people into rugs. A similar relationship exists
between media images and the groups and individuals they purport to represent. Like

these media images, the Oriental Other is an easily recognizable and quickly
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comprehended #ype in mass narratives that are constructed by and for members of the
dominant culture. What then does this particular other look like? Drawing from the
schema that Charles Ramirez Berg in Latino Images in Film introduces to describe the
stereotyping process of Latinos in Hollywood, I culled the following five primary
character traits of East Asian Americans in US popular media.

First, East Asian Americans are portrayed as foreigners in popular media. This
trait is not surprising given the immigration history of East Asians which will be
summarized in the next chapter. Until recently, almost every actor and actress of East
Asian descent in film and television seemed required to speak with an East Asian accent
regardless of their characters’ backgrounds. The only exceptions that come to mind are
the Asian American cast of the Hollywood musical, Flower Drum Song (Koster 1961),
Pat Morita in Happy Days (1974-1984), Jack Soo in Barney Miller (1975-1982), and the
Asian American family in the short-lived sitcom, All-American Girl (1994).

Second, East Asian Americans are linked closely with cultural and/or economic
capital. In some instances, they embody that capital themselves. Examples include East
Asian laborers in Hawaii and the US West in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
and poor East Asian immigrant workers today in the garment, microchip, and custodial
industries. In other instances, East Asian Americans unrightfully possess surplus capital.
Examples include media depictions of Chinese businessmen buying political favors,
Chinese scientists selling national secrets, and Korean entrepreneurs taking advantage of
poor black and Latino clientele.

Third, East Asian Americans are sexually perverse. Men are constructed as
effeminate, sadistic, asexual, and repressed and women as submissively masochistic and
dominantly sadistic. Both women and men are infantilized and ultimately rendered

androgynous through their self-conscious performance of sexuality. Unlike “normal,”
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healthy sexuality, which springs from the “natural” impulse of romantic love and leads to
the heteronormative reproduction of the white family, the sexuality of the Oriental Other
— whether repressed or expressed — is deemed unnatural and artificial. Examples of East
Asian sexual perversion abound in US film and television, ranging from asexual servile
characters such as Charlie Chan and Hop Sing (Bonanza 1959-1973) and licentious
Japanese businessmen consorting with white prostitutes in Rising Sun (Kaufman 1993) to
the cheerful back-scrubbing “Lotus Blossom” Katsumi (Miyoshi Umeki) in Sayonara
(Logan 1957) and the growling, business savvy “Dragon Lady” Ling (Lucy Liu) in Ally
McBeal (1997-2002).

Fourth, East Asian Americans are untrustworthy. This trait can be discerned in the
prevalent notion that the Japanese specifically and East Asians generally are excellent
cultural imitators of the West, able to display one face while keeping the other hidden.
Another example is the media emphasis on the ability of second generation East Asian
Americans to exist and perform comfortably in both the private “Eastern” realm of the
family and the public “Western” realm of the world outside.

Finally, East Asians and Asian Americans are emotionally stoic — a characteristic
found in the image of the East Asian corporate drone, the narrative of female infanticide
in China, and the Model Minority myth of Asian American students who study
ceaselessly to enter the Ivy League and whose parents sacrifice everything for the futures
of their children.

How these character traits have appeared and continue to appear in
representations of East Asian Americans in Hollywood will be discussed more fully in
the next chapter. What I wish to point out here is that the characteristics of East Asian
stereotypes in US popular culture just summarized — i.e. foreign status, association with

capital, sexual perversity, untrustworthiness, and emotional stoicism — also describe
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representations of what I call the “Technological Other” in cyberpunk films. By
Technological Other, I am referring not only to embodied, anthropomorphic forms of
technology such as robots, androids, and cyborgs but also disembodied, non-
anthropomorphic forms such as vehicles, weapons, tools, toys, computers, and other
kinds of information machines.

Both Technological and Oriental Others perform a necessary but potentially
dangerous prosthetic role vis-a-vis the protagonists, mostly white male characters who
exhibit a deep ambivalence toward both technology and cultural difference.” The
protagonists’ dependence on and fear of these Others stem from their ability to imitate,
and in so doing, question what the protagonists stand for, namely the “human” body and
the “human” experience. This mimetic performance deconstructs the dominant category
of the “human” by rendering visible its socially constructed nature and its privileging of
the white, male, heterosexual, and middle- to upper-class. Paradoxically, it is the
potential for these others to become human — i.e. to inhabit this categorical space of
privilege — that renders them non-human or only conditionally human. In much the same
ways that “female” has been defined as the subordinate negation of “male,” the Oriental
Other is defined as everything the Human Self is not. Foreign status is equated with not
being a citizen; association with capital with not being fully human; sexual perversity
with not being a “real” adult woman or man; untrustworthiness with not having an
original or core self; and emotional stoicism with not having feelings.

The Technological Other exhibits similar characteristics. For example, the “bad”
Maria in Metropolis, the computer HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey (Kubrick 1968), the
robotic housewives in The Stepford Wives (Forbes 1975), and Ash, the android in Alien
all are defined as non-human through traits that also have defined the Oriental Other.

Their emotional stoicism is conveyed through flat or carefully modulated emotional
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performances. Their untrustworthiness is revealed when they rebel against or otherwise
betray the human protagonists. Their sexual perversity, like that of East Asians, is
expressed as a kind of performative androgyny. In the case of the male, androgyny takes
the form of homoerotic tendencies or asexuality; in the case of the female, it takes the
form of monstrous hyper-feminization. HAL and Ash respectively exemplify the former
while the Stepford wives and the bad Maria exemplify the latter.

Finally, these embodied Technological Others, like the disembodied forms of
technology that created and sustain them are closely associated with capital. The bad
Maria is made in order to continue the status quo of Metropolis in which workers are
exploited for the benefit of the elite. HAL represents the US space program and its
continued exploration and exploitation of distant planets in the future. The Stepford
wives reveal the gendered division of labor in the US nuclear family and the continued
role of women as men’s property. And Ash, as mentioned earlier, represents the heartless
Japanese transnational corporation. Through their association with capital and their
performance of the other characteristics described above, these Technological Others are
rendered perpetually foreign — either as illegal aliens which must be destroyed, or as

conditional “resident aliens” which must be closely watched and contained.

DISSERTATION SUMMARY

Such connections between East Asian Americans and new technologies in
cyberpunk cinema brought up an endless stream of questions in my mind around several,
interrelated issues, including racial difference and racial norms, cultural translation,
homage, and appropriation, conditional citizenship and conditional humanity. All of my

questions revolved around the larger issue of the representation of racial others in
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Hollywood generally and in Hollywood depictions of the future specifically which, as
many scholars have noted, can be read as commentaries on the present. My biggest
question could be summed up thus. If, in these celluloid visions of a dark, urban, and
computerized future, technology was depicted in ways similar to those in which East
Asians historically have been represented, how did that signify for current and future
cultural constructions of East Asians and Asian Americans in the US?

This dissertation attempts to answer that question through in-depth case studies of
two Hollywood films that have come to define the cyberpunk style: Blade Runner (Scott
1982) and The Matrix (Wachowskis 1999). It looks at how these films consistently
project a highly technological and multicultural future with East Asian overtones.
Drawing from scholarship in Ethnic Studies, Film and Media Studies, Postcolonial
Theory, and Cultural Studies, my study explores why the futuristic mise-en-scene in these
and other cyberpunk films looks and feels so uncannily “oriental.” It considers the
relationship between East Asian-inflected settings in science fiction cinema and changing
attitudes about East Asians and East Asian Americans in the US from the 1980s to the
present.iV Furthermore, it situates that relationship within larger shifts in national
discourses around “race” during this time period. My cultural analyses of Blade Runner
and The Matrix are grounded in the industrial and historical contexts of these films,
including economic and aesthetic developments in Hollywood since the 1980s, the rapid
growth of the Asian American community during the same period, and the recent
internationalization of East Asian popular culture, particularly Hong Kong cinema and
Japanese animation.

As such, the dissertation is rooted in and addresses ongoing conversations around
race and representation in Film Studies and Ethnic Studies. At the same time, it also runs

along two theoretical axes, which I categorize broadly under the realms of the formal and
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the sociopolitical. My study aims to shed light on the considerable overlaps that exist
between these two spheres in the case of orientalist imagery in cyberpunk cinema. By
showing the development of this imagery from the 1980s to the present, I connect
narrative and aesthetic changes to social and ideological shifts that have occurred in how
we think about, respond to, and represent racial difference. Fundamentally structuring the
methodology and goals of this study then are the crucial but still often unacknowledged
connections between form and ideology in analyses of popular media.

To illustrate the dynamics of this relationship, I will refer to a Hollywood science
fiction “space opera” not discussed in this dissertation. In the summer of 1999 film
critics, fans, and advocacy groups such as the NAACP, the American-Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee and the Gay & Lesbian Alliance against Defamation protested
what they saw as stereotypes of marginal groups in the film Star Wars Episode I: The
Phantom Menace. Most of the disgruntled viewers concentrated on the digital sidekick

99 ¢

Jar Jar Binks, who was described as “a computerized Sambo,” “a Rastafarian Stepin
Fetchit on platform hoofs, crossed annoyingly with Butterfly McQueen,” and “the
stereotype of a weak and emotionally unbalanced gay man” (Seiler). Producer-director
George Lucas dismissed the critique by emphasizing the fantastic nature of the film,
which for Lucas and his production crew divorced the stories and images from those in
the so called real world. LucasFilm representative Jennie Cole stated, "Star Wars is a
fantasy world ... to try to associate it with anything in the real world is silly” (/bid).

The plea from critical viewers for more politically considerate representations in
film and the assertion by Phantom producers that film belongs solely to the province of
the imagination both attest to the influence of popular media in shaping national and

transnational tastes, attitudes and values. Ironically, however, it has been rare for

members of these often opposed camps — the political and the aesthetic — to recognize
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that the power of mass produced stories lies precisely in the relationship between reality
and fantasy: the complex and intriguing ways that the two realms intersect and inform
each other.

Keeping in mind then this productive tension between (narrative, aesthetic) form
and (social, ideological) function, the central research questions of my dissertation are as

follows:

How does oriental imagery function visually, narratively, and ideologically in US
cyberpunk films?

What relationship does such imagery have to past and present racial constructions
of Asians and Asian Americans in the US?

How does this imagery supplement Edward Said’s notion of Orientalism and
applications of his model in Asian American Studies?

What new analytical frameworks does this imagery suggest for examining
processes of racial and cultural exchange, appropriation, and commodification in
US popular culture?

I deploy a cultural studies approach to answer these questions, in the process
putting into dialogue historical, critical, and popular narratives around racial difference,
Orientalism, genre, film and media. In so doing, my dissertation links two ongoing
intellectual conversations. The first, situated in Postcolonial and Ethnic Studies, revolves
around orientalism and techno-orientalism. The second, in Film and Media Studies, is
concerned with science fiction cinema and cyberpunk culture which I attempt to
synthesize in the idea of cyberpunk cinema in Chapter Two.

In the former area of study, I rely heavily on Edward Said not just for his
definition of Orientalism but also his interdisciplinary approach which is based in close,

comparative textual analysis; John Tchen and Robert Lee for their documentation and
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analyses of Orientalism in Asian American history; David Morley and Kevin Robins for
their elaboration of the term “techno-orientalism”; and Ziauddin Sardar, Peter Feng, Lisa
Nakamura, Rachel Lee and Sau-ling Wong, and Wendy Chun for their applications of
this concept to explorations of Asian American presence in cyberpunk and cyberspace.

In the latter area of study, I draw chiefly from Vivian Sobchack, Brooks Landon,
and Scott Bukatman for an understanding of contemporary science fiction cinema;
William Gibson, Larry McCaffery, Bruce Sterling, Mike Featherstone and Roger
Burrows, Andrew Ross, Nicola Nixon, and Pam Rosenthal for analyses of cyberpunk
narrative, style, and ideology; and Benjamin Woolley, Donna Haraway, and N. Kathryn
Hayles for general historical and theoretical frameworks on cyberspace, cyborgs, and
information technologies. By reading the critical narratives of these scholars alongside
the two creative narratives under examination, I hope not so much to revise the
arguments and frameworks they posit but rather to acknowledge, apply, and extend them
in ways their authors may not necessarily have intended.

The controversy over The Phantom Menace reveals the fraught associations
between creative license and social responsibility, prompting us to consider how
perceptions of racial and ethnic minorities which stem from the world outside the screen
may influence, directly or indirectly, the mechanics of the imaginary world that appears
on the screen and vice versa. Especially given the enormous popularity of science fiction
films in recent years, the relationship between the contemporary realities of racial and
cultural difference in the United States and how those realities are represented in and as
cinematic fantasy warrants more attention than it has received so far in Ethnic Studies
and Film and Media Studies.

To that end, my dissertation asks how and why Blade Runner and The Matrix

allude systematically to East Asia in their constructions of a bleak, apocalyptic future and
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what such allusions may mean for the direction of US popular culture. More specifically,
I focus on these films for the following reasons. Both were designed as Hollywood
blockbusters and, as such, targeted a global audience familiar with the Hollywood
narrative paradigm and its tropes and imagery. Neither contains primary themes,
characters or plotlines that overtly display alternative racial or sexual politics. Nor were
they directed, written or produced by racial, ethnic or sexual minorities. Yet precisely
because of their status as mass cultural texts which ostensibly represent the status quo, I
contend that it is important to look closely at how marginal groups and cultures are
conditionally present or palpably absent in these narratives of the future.

Blade Runner and The Matrix incorporate elements of East Asian cultures as
background and spectacle to supplement their primary storylines, a form of stylistic
translation and appropriation that resonates socially and politically in various ways. Put
broadly, these films reproduce an orientalist fantasy of East Asian nations and bodies by
conflating them with the historical roles of East Asians and East Asian Americans in US
popular culture. The East Asian influences I examine in the films are divided into two
related categories: oriental tropes and oriental styles. The former refers to sometimes
stereotypically East Asian iconography, costumes, production design and performance.
Oriental tropes draw from visual traits, metaphors and symbols that are linked with
Asians and Asian Americans in the collective popular consciousness. The second refers
to narrative and visual moments in the films that resemble those in East Asian feature and
animated films. These definitions will be developed further in the next chapter and
referred to again in subsequent chapters in discussions of Blade Runner and The Matrix.

My general argument is that as the presence of East Asian peoples in the US has
increased and as East Asian countries, led primarily by Japan, have entered economic

First World status, “oriental” imagery in cyberpunk cinema has changed. Oriental tropes
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relegated to the background have been joined by less obvious oriental styles which are
performed and spectacularized through non-Asian bodies in the foreground. While the
transition renders racial difference more visible than in the past, it does so by
representing that difference in certain commodified visual forms. My dissertation is
concerned principally with the social and political ramifications of this stylized

commodification.

CHAPTER BREAKDOWN

The dissertation consists of three parts. Part One, “Hollywood, Cyberpunk, and
the ‘Orient,”” sets the theoretical terms, methodological approach, and academic stakes of
the study. It discusses how the intertextual systems of Orientalism and Hollywood
negotiate the social and the aesthetic; how Orientalism plays out in media representations
of Asians and Asian Americans; and how aspects of Orientalism fundamentally structure
cyberpunk culture.

Chapter One, “The Hollywood Orient,” locates this study within the existing body
of scholarship on Orientalism, especially as it pertains to Asian American history. The
chapter begins with a historical picture of East Asian presence in the US painted
primarily through the ways in which immigration policies excluded and then
conditionally included this group. It ends with a popular picture of East Asians in
Hollywood cinema which both draws from and exists alongside the legal and social
representation of East Asian Americans.

Chapter Two, “The Cyberpunk Orient” introduces the concept of “techno-
orientalism” which connects the West’s historical fear of and fascination with the East
with its attitudes toward Japan from the 1980s onward as a kind of brave, new

technological future. Drawing from recent work on race and cyberspace, this chapter
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considers the significant role that techno-orientalism has played in the development of
cyberpunk fiction and style. It ends with a definition of “cyberpunk cinema” as a
subgenre of science fiction film that is closely related to cyberpunk fiction. Both envision
the futuristic city as an interconnected network of high and low technologies, powerful
corporate interests, and racially and sexually diverse subcultures.

Part Two, “Multicultural Nightmares” and Part Three, “Multiracial Dreams”
employ the theoretical frameworks in Part One to look at the role of race in Blade Runner
and The Matrix as cyberpunk films situated in 1980s New Hollywood and post 1980s
Hollywood, respectively. More specifically, these sections consider how racial, gender,
and class differences manifest in Hollywood depictions of the urban future, emphasizing
the ideological function of oriental imagery within the constellation of such differences.

Chapter Three provides an analysis of the industrial and critical contexts of the
film, including background on the film’s adaptation from Philip Dick’s novel, Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, its pre-production and production, and popular
reception. The chapter situates Blade Runner formally and politically in the 1980s New
Hollywood cinema, noting the ways in which racial difference, when addressed in the
high concept films of this period, often is reduced to postmodern decoration. This chapter
ends by pointing out a similar attitude toward race in academic readings of Blade Runner
and raises questions around how we can better address racial difference when it is not an
explicit part of the primary narrative.

Chapter Four investigates why and how the Blade Runner city was imagined as
predominantly East Asian, then goes on to analyze various expressions of the Oriental
Other in the mise-en-scene. The first section examines the implicit cultural connections in
the minds of the production crew between the modern East Asian city, especially Tokyo,

and the vision of a foreign but not too threatening urban future which derived from
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popular culture and personal experience, including in particular, representations of the
Orient in film noir.

The second section locates the Oriental Other in the visual middle ground of the
film where it is simultaneously visible (in relation to the invisible black bodies that haunt
the film metaphorically) and conditionally visible (in relation to the hyper-visible white
bodies on screen). More specifically, this section points out important connections
between space, race, and power in the mise-en-scene by noting how different bodies are
positioned in the Blade Runner city: white male bodies at the top and other kinds of raced
and gendered bodies in varying degrees toward the bottom. The chapter ends by
discussing three manifestations of the Oriental Other in the film — as human commodity
in the secondary Asiatic characters; as commodified style in the mythologized Orient
performed by the electronic geisha and the replicant Zhora; and as the Model Minority in
the plight of the replicants who, like the orientalized city itself, straddle the middle
ground between human and non-human, white and non-white.

Chapter Five introduces The Matrix as a film that in many ways echoes the style
and themes of Blade Runner but receives a contrasting critical response due in large part
to its successful incorporation of East Asian popular culture forms. This chapter
summarizes the reception history of two such forms in the United States, Hong Kong
action cinema and Japanese animation from the 1990s to the present, to provide a context
for my analyses of their expression as oriental style in The Matrix in the following
chapter.

Chapter Six discusses the ideological function of oriental styles in The Matrix
with respect to shifts in attitudes toward racial difference since the early 1980s. It begins
by noting thematic continuities between Blade Runner and The Matrix, including their

questioning of the boundaries between human and object, self and other, the tension
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between the pro-technological mise-en-sceéne and the anti-technological narrative, and the
links in representations of technological and social others. The chapter then points out the
central difference between the films which can be summed up as follows. Whereas Blade
Runner makes over the Technological Other (embodied in the replicants) in the image of
the white liberal human subject, The Matrix through its mise-en-scene and the explicitly
and implicitly racialized and technologized bodies of its principal characters, questions
the social construction of that subject at the purely visual, if not explicitly narrative, level.

I demonstrate this contrast through readings of Keanu Reeves’s Neo as a different
kind of multiracial hero that is simultaneously raced and not-raced, human and machine,
vis-a-vis Morpheus who represents the multi-hued “real” human world and Agent Smith
who represents the predominantly white technologized Matrix. Like Olmos’s multiracial
Gaff in Blade Runner, Neo embodies the orientalized mise-en-scene of The Matrix.
Unlike Gaff, however, Neo is able to pass as mostly white and assumes a principal role in
the narrative. This chapter considers the larger shifts in attitudes toward racial and
Oriental Others that are suggested by the changes in the representation of oriental
imagery, technology, and raced and not-raced bodies in The Matrix.

The Conclusion attempts to answer the central research questions of the
dissertation by summing up the dominant patterns and themes that emerge in these case
studies around cyberpunk cinema, Orientalism, and racial dynamics in the United States.
It poses new questions for future scholarship and suggests some strategies for mapping
new research approaches to Orientalism, race, and popular media in Asian American

Studies, Ethnic Studies, and Film and Media Studies.
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Chapter One

The Hollywood Orient

East is East and West is West and never the twain shall meet,
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great Judgment Seat.

-- Rudyard Kipling”

I’m turning Japanese
I think I’m turning Japanese
I really think so.

-- The Vapors"

INTRODUCTION

Hollywood is full of visual references to East Asia as the Orient and to East
Asians and Asian Americans as “Orientals.” We could begin with silent cinema and three
striking images of such Orientals, all set in lush, decadent mise-en-scene. The Cheat (De
Mille 1915) opens with a close-up of the Thai merchant, Haka Araku (Sessue
Hayakawa), his face underlit in sinister fashion. Araku, who appears in the following
scene looking modern and civilized in a sporty white tennis outfit, here strokes his
brander and lasciviously appraises his collection of luxury items. In Broken Blossoms
(Griffith 1919) the white child Lucy Burrows (Lillian Gish) lies, innocent and helpless,
amid the chinoiserie of the fawning, potentially pedophilic Chinese merchant, Cheng
Huan (Richard Barthelmess in yellowface), who lurks in the margins of the frame.

Finally, in The Thief of Baghdad (Walsh 1924) the evil Mongol slave girl (Anna May
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Wong) glances furtively left and right as she brews up trouble for the white protagonists.
Her sinewy profile dances with evil, erotic intent in the expressive chiaroscuro lighting.

Moving on to the talkies, the treachery of Elsa Bannister (Rita Hayworth), the
Chinese speaking femme fatale, is revealed in the dark, disorienting alleys of Chinatown
in the final scene of The Lady from Shanghai (Welles 1947). In The World of Suzie Wong
(Quine 1960) down and out artist Robert Lomax (William Holden) watches the childlike
prostitute Suzie (Nancy Kwan) dance provocatively for American sailors in a run-down
Hong Kong brothel-hotel. Finally, Chinatown (Polanski 1972) ends tragically in the night
streets of Chinatown which are filled with silent and expressionless East Asian faces.
Jake, the hard-boiled protagonist (Jack Nicholson) realizes he is unable to fight the
political, moral, and sexual corruption of the Los Angeles elite (John Huston) when one
of his operatives cryptically advises, “Forget it, Jake. It’s Chinatown.”

Some contemporary oriental images in Hollywood include nerdy, technologically
gifted kid, Data (Jonathan Ke Quan) jabbering in pidgin English as his Anglo-American
friends watch with bemused expressions in The Goonies (Donner 1985); Chinese
American anchorwoman Tracy Tzu (Ariane) apparently enjoying being forced to have
sex with the bigoted Polish American cop Stanley White (Mickey Rourke) in Year of the
Dragon (Cimino 1985); blue-collar autoworkers in Gung Ho (Howard 1986) doing
morning exercises under the direction of their new white-collar Japanese bosses; Alex,
the Asian American angel (Lucy Liu), in corporate dominatrix gear disciplining a class of
computer nerds in Charlie’s Angels (McG 2000); and the North Korean villain, Colonel
Moon (Will Yun Lee) in Die Another Day (Tamahori 2002) performing an inversion of
yellowface when he transforms himself into a white power broker through racial plastic

surgery.
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This chapter references Said’s notion of orientalism to begin investigating where
these Hollywood representations of East Asia and East Asians come from and why they
continue to be reproduced in various forms. It examines expressions of Orientalism in
two interconnected spheres: the history of East Asian immigration to the US and that of
East Asian depictions in Hollywood. In the process, the chapter provides some historical
contexts for the representation of East Asians in the US These contexts help ground the
discussion of techno-orientalism and cyberpunk cinema in the next chapter and the
analyses of oriental imagery in Blade Runner and The Matrix that follow in Parts Two

and Three.

ORIENTALISM

In many ways, my project is both an extension and an application of Edward

Said’s seminal study of Orientalism which he summed up thus:

I study Orientalism as a dynamic exchange between individual authors and the
large political concerns shaped by the three great empires — British, French,
American — in whose intellectual and imaginative territory the writing was
produced. ... My principal methodological devices for studying authority here are
what can be called strategic location, which is a way of describing the author’s
position in a text with regard to the Oriental material he writes about, and
strategic formation, which is a way of analyzing the relationship between texts
and the way in which groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres, acquire
mass, density, and referential power among themselves and thereafter in the
culture at large (15, 20).

Said draws from Michel Foucualt’s notion of discourse and Antonio Gramsci’s
elaboration of hegemony to show that the power of Orientalism derives precisely from its
productiveness as a cultural discourse (14). As a textualized inventory of Western

representations of the East, Orientalism continues to appear in and influence how
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Western and increasingly Eastern cultures view Asia. Said then was concerned primarily
with the following question: how do the broad ideological forces underlying Orientalism
manage to reproduce themselves from one period to another?

My study continues Said’s investigation but does so along four different axes.
First, I analyze the cultural production of popular visual media, specifically Hollywood
science fiction films, rather than that of literary and philosophical texts such as those by
Flaubert, Marx, and other European authors. Second, I consider the sociopolitical context
of the US in the so-called Era of Globalization rather than those of Britain and France in
the Age of Empire. Third, I focus on representations of the East Asian Orient —
predominantly China and Japan — rather than those of the Middle Eastern Orient which
ground Said’s study. Finally, unlike Said, who uses a large number of diverse narrative
and visual texts to build and reinforce his thesis, I choose to center on two contemporary
US films. Rather than limiting my exploration of oriental imagery, this approach provides
fresh insight into the increasingly intertextual nature of Hollywood films with regards to
their incorporation of racial, cultural, and national difference. Close readings of Blade
Runner and The Matrix from multiple theoretical and disciplinary angles reveal a wide
field of new oriental imagery not only in US cinema but also in international popular
media culture where one finds various permutations of the “Orient” which
simultaneously are influenced by and exert influence on popular trends in North America.

To these various axes, | attempt to apply Said’s theoretical model and those of
other scholars who have drawn from his work to discuss East Asian Orientalism in the
context of Asian American studies. I am thinking in particular here of Orientals by
Robert Lee, New York before Chinatown by John Tchen, and Thinking Orientals by
Henry Yu. Like these studies, my research generates questions around Orientalism in the

US context, and more specifically in the realm of contemporary popular media.
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Before those questions can be posed, one needs to have some idea of what is

meant by the term, “Orientalism.” Below is Said’s definition:

A distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, economic,
sociological, historical, and philological texts ... a certain will or intention to
understand, in some cases to control, manipulate, even to incorporate, what is a
manifestly different (or alternative and novel) world; it is, above all, a discourse
that is by no means in direct, corresponding relationship with political power in
the raw, but rather is produced and exists in an uneven exchange with various
kinds of power (12).

Rather than confining Orientalism to a particular group of texts or field of interest, Said
treats it as a set of political and cultural strategies that the West has used to simplify and
subordinate the East as its mythic, feminized other. This simplification and subordination
is achieved through a double movement. On the one hand, Orientalism lumps different
ethnicities, nations, and cultures from the widely diverse Asian continent into one
category, “the Orient,” as Said shows through various literary and historical examples in
Orientalism (49-53, 207). On the other hand, it fragments this “Orient” into what Lisa
Lowe has called “manageable parts” (Critical Terrains 3, Said 72, 119-123). In both
instances, the recorded and lived histories of the cultures and peoples being represented
are decontextualized and re-ordered for the gaze and use of the West.

These two sides of Orientalism are exemplified in my formulation of oriental
tropes and styles. As I noted in the Introduction, oriental tropes are new variations on old
stereotypes, a superficial mode of appropriating Asian difference which is treated as
faceless, monolithic and interchangeable. In that sense, these tropes can be seen as
representing the first homogenizing movement of Orientalism. Examples of oriental
tropes include treacherous Dragon Ladies, subservient geishas and the whore with a heart

of gold; smoky opium dens in quaint Chinatowns, surreal, war-torn urban jungles, spare
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dojos, and neon-lit alleyways; the childlike coolie, the kamikaze pilot, the Model
Minority, the Tong, the Yakuza, and the martial arts killing machine.

At the same time, oriental styles, the multiple reiterations of specific aesthetic acts
by individual filmmakers and artists, represent the enumerative and fragmented aspect of
Orientalism. One recognizes the frozen side-profile of the double-gunned action hero less
as an overarching trope of some generic Asian culture than as the distinct cinematic
signature of the Hong Kong director John Woo. The trademark is as easy to spot in the
performance of Chow Yun Fat as that of Tom Cruise, and discernible in the work of
filmmakers Quentin Tarantino, the Wachowski brothers and McG. As Woo’s stylistic
flourishes have been accepted by and incorporated into western filmmaking circles, they
have become “culturally deodorized” to borrow a recent turn of phrase form Koichi
Iwabuchi which will appear again in Chapter Five (Iwabuchi 24-35). To put it simply,
oriental styles appear to be associated more with an auteur than his ethnic, racial or
national background. At the same time, however, such supposedly individual styles
usually become representative of the region from which the artist hails, if the artist
happens to be non-Western.

What one finds in the production and circulation of both oriental tropes and
oriental styles then is not simply an unadulterated practice of white racism but patterns of
white privilege that exist in conjunction with and embedded within the process of
homage among filmmakers. The line between homage and appropriation blurs in the
current hierarchy of power where Hollywood movies still dominate the international film
market (Elsassaer 16-17, Miller et. al. 3-8, Prince 3-4). Additionally, subcultural styles
that manage to cross over successfully into the Hollywood paradigm usually focus on
visual and visceral elements which are considered the least relevant to character

development and viewer identification.
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I argue that we should not simply interpret the oriental tropes that pervade the
mise-en-scene in these films as quaint background and the oriental styles in the
foreground as moments of rupture that are always contained by the primary narrative.
Such pat interpretations fail to recognize the significant role of the more subtle visual
narratives in the mise-en-scene that sometimes support and at other times contradict the
plot. A counterpoint to that kind of reading, this study endeavors to examine oriental
tropes and styles critically — as formal conventions that draw from and affect social
perceptions of East Asian peoples and cultures. My premise here is that US films display
particular elements of East Asian popular cultures for a global audience that possesses
familiarity with the Hollywood narrative paradigm and those tropes and imagery. Rising
from that premise is the following question: where and how does that familiarity
originate and continue to be reproduced? The next two sections try to answer that
question by looking at legal and cultural manifestations of Orientalism in the United

States.

EAST ASIAN IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES

In American legal and popular discourse, people of East Asian descent
consistently have been regarded as agents of the Yellow Peril, a fear of Asians taking
over Western civilization that dates back to Genghis Khan’s invasions of Europe in

thirteenth century. William Wu elaborates on the Yellow Peril thus:

The fear of this threat focuses on specific issues, including possible military
invasion from Asia, perceived competition to the white labor force from Asian
workers, the alleged moral degeneracy of Asian people, and the potential genetic
mixing of Anglo-Saxons with Asians, who were considered a biologically inferior
race by some intellectuals of the nineteenth century (1).
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Richard Thompson traces the modern notion of the Yellow Peril to an illustration of
Asian hordes destroying various signifiers of Western civilization, which Kaiser William
IT commissioned in 1895 and sent as gifts to European royalty and President McKinley.
Around this time Social Darwinism, Malthusian population studies, anxieties around the
sustainability of imperialism and social panics concerning Chinese immigration were
coalescing in the United States to produce an American version of the Yellow Peril.
Individuals like Brooks Adams, Charles Pearson, Madison Grant and Lothrop Stoddard
hypothesized that given limited natural resources, population growth in Asian countries,
and the “natural” inclinations for the “primitive” races to dominate the more recessive
and “superior” Nordic race, an unchecked Asia could initiate a world war which would
pit people of color against Anglo-Saxons (1-62).

The exclusionary laws that denied most Asian immigrants citizenship until 1965
demonstrate the material consequences of this xenophobia. Allowed conditional
admission to the country as cheap, temporary labor and then denied admission altogether,
Chinese Americans — and later, by extension, other East Asian and South Asian
immigrants were physically and psychically dehumanized — stripped not only of their
legal and economic rights but their individual humanity as well. The shared immigration
history among various East Asian, South Asian, and Southeast Asian groups provides one
of the few common bases upon which the Asian American community was and continues
to be produced as a social, cultural, and political entity in the US. The following section
reviews this immigration history, focusing on East Asians, to give a sociopolitical context

for representations of this group in US popular culture.
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Before 1965

In New York before Chinatown, John Tchen describes national attitudes toward
China before the mid nineteenth century as a mythologized and somewhat reverent one,
characterized by American desire for Chinese luxury goods. According to Tchen, such
goods played an important role in helping to define the figure of the post-revolution
bourgeois individual in the new nation: “Increasingly, budding capitalists were able to
pursue individual wealth in the marketplace, unfettered by the customary obligations to
lord or monarch. Possessing luxuries from ‘the Orient” was one means by which well-
being came to be measure. Hence, the pursuit of ‘life, liberty, and happiness’ in this
middle-class nation also became the pursuit of consumable luxuries” (xvii). Tchen’s
study discusses specific historical events and developments in the Chinese American
community in New York City between 1776 (the founding of the US) and 1882 (the
institution of the Chinese Exclusion Acts). During this period, attitudes toward East Asia
shifted from an admiration of oriental goods to a hatred of oriental bodies as substantial
numbers of Chinese laborers began to immigrate to the West Coast (xv).

The first large wave of Asian immigrants to arrive in the mainland United States
consisted of male Chinese merchants, tradesmen, skilled laborers, and farmers. Like
European immigrants, they came to strike it rich in the Gold Rush of 1849. By 1853
approximately 22,000 Chinese had arrived in California. The number of immigrants
decreased in the early 1850s as the appeal of the Gold Rush dwindled and stayed level
until the 1860s when the next wave of immigrants arrived at San Francisco’s Angel
Island to work as farmers and railroad laborers in California and other parts of the
Southwest (Lee 22).

At the time California represented the last vestiges of the American Frontier and

its associations with physical, economic and legal freedoms. As more ethnic immigrants,

30



particularly the Chinese, started settling in California, and as the country entered the era
of industrial capitalism, white nativists began to express anti-Asian sentiments in rhetoric
nostalgically invoking the lost frontier. Rather than being allowed to share in the
immigrants’ American dream, the Chinese were elided with the new technologies that
characterized machine-run labor. In this way, they became popular physical markers of
the mass industrialization that threatened the livelihoods and lifestyles of a white, male

working-class. Robert Lee sums up the process as follows:

Identified with the entering wedge of industrial capitalism, the Chinese came to
embody all of the dislocations of Western settlement. The coming of the Chinese
became a symbol for the break between a pastoral past and the commercial future
... Chinese immigration became a metonym for the collapse of time and space
produced by the transition to industrial capitalism, a collapse that constituted a
boundary crisis within the symbolic or ideological structure of the American
society (31-32).

To put it another way, the influx of Chinese immigrants brought Asia, which hitherto had
been the stuff of fantasy, into the quotidian lives of white Americans. What had been
charming from a distance suddenly became dangerous — the Yellow Peril embodied —
when it landed in one’s home and workplace.

In his history of Asian settlement in America, Ronald Takaki notes how the
government tried to contain the perceived threat by denying the racialized Chinese

immigrants a legitimate place in the national social and political body:

[The Chinese] would be in effect a unique, transnational industrial reserve army
of migrant laborers forced to be foreigners forever ... Unlike white immigrants
such as the Irish, Italians, and Poles, the Chinese would be a politically proscribed
group. Part of America’s process of production, they would not be allowed to
become part of her body politic (99).
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The United States government passed a number of laws beginning in the late nineteenth
century prohibiting admission to the Chinese and other Asian ethnic groups. Those that
managed to enter the country were denied basic human rights such as the right to vote
and to own property. Meanwhile, American companies exploited the immigrants’ labor
and used them as strikebreaker “coolies” to maintain existing class and race hegemonies.
Doing so, of course, alienated the Chinese immigrants even further from white ethnic
laborers.

Popular national hatred of Asians culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of
1882 which prohibited the immigration of Chinese laborers and denied naturalization to
those already living in the country. In 1888 the Act was broadened to include Chinese of
all occupations and was extended four years later for another fourteen years. Subsequent
exclusionary legislation was passed against South Asians in 1917, Koreans and Japanese
in 1924, and Filipinos in 1934 (Lowe, Immigrant 7). The Exclusion Acts are climatic
points on a long timeline of legal actions designed to deny Asian and other immigrants of
color inclusion in the American “melting pot.” This was in sharp contrast to their white
ethnic counterparts, who were able to assimilate in the fullest sense, if not in the first
generation, then in the second or third. Shared physiognomic characteristics with the
descendents of the Founding Fathers helped white ethnics to pass racially and reinvent
themselves as part of the dominant culture.

Such racial passing was impossible for most Asians immigrants as it was for
people of African and Latin American descent for two reasons. First, people of color in
the United States historically have been treated as second-class citizens, if citizens at all.
Overwhelmingly denied access to economic, cultural and political capital, they have had
to form their own subcultural networks to survive. Second, legal and cultural taboos have

surrounded, and to some extent, continue to surround the social and sexual mixing of
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non-whites with whites. The first antimiscegenation law was passed in Maryland in 1661,
and California passed its antimiscegenation laws in 1880, not too long before the Chinese
Exclusion Acts. On the national level, the Cable Act, passed in 1922 stated that any
female citizen of the United States who married a foreign national would lose her
citizenship (Chan 59-61, 106, Lowe, Immigrant 187).

In 1870 Congress passed the Page Act which prohibited the entrance of “Chinese,
Japanese and Mongolian women” on the pretext of eliminating the Asian prostitution
trade. However, instead of curtailing the illegal traffic in women (which had been
exaggerated to begin with in the popular press), the Act made it even more difficult for
Chinese wives to reunite with their husbands in the United States. The Page Act served to
keep the Chinese population disproportionately male and single, thus perpetuating the
Chinese bachelor societies and precluding the development of stable and permanent
Chinese American communities. Lacking Chinese women and denied access to white
women, Chinese men were forced to assume a state of arrested social and sexual
development (Chan 54). They became “eunuchs” in the popular perception. This legacy
continues in a perceived absence or repression of masculinity, which is often associated
with East Asian men in the United States (Mura 17). Meanwhile Asian women, due to
their scarcity and perceived passivity, remained “exotic.” According to Lee, he majority
of the Chinese women in the country at the time were prostitutes (89-90).

The situation changed during World War II and the Cold War which brought US
troops to South Korea (1950-1953) and Vietnam (1965-1973). This period saw the
passage of the so called Repealer Acts: the Magnuson Act (1943), the War Brides Act
(1945) and the McCarran Walters Act (1952). The Magnuson Act finally made Chinese
immigrants and residents eligible for citizenship by repealing the Exclusion Act of 1882.

It was followed by exclusion repeal acts for Filipinos and South Asians in 1946, the same
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year that the Philippines won national independence from its US protectorate. The
Magnuson Act granted Chinese Americans naturalization rights but continued to limit the
number of visas issued to Asians at 105 annually. On the surface the Act appeared to
mark a shift in national attitudes toward Asian immigrants. However, its passage was due
mostly to the government’s need to woo China as a wartime ally. Exclusionary laws
against the Chinese severely undercut the liberal image that the US wanted to present to
the world. Consequently, what changed during World War Il was not so much the
paradigm of racial discrimination against Asians but rather, in the specific ethnic group
that was targeted, from the Chinese to the Japanese.

The War Brides Act which gave nonquota status to foreign wives of American
military personnel was amended in 1947 to include wives from Japan and China. While it
was in effect from 1946 to 1952, 6,000 Chinese and 45,000 Japanese wives of American
servicemen entered the country. They were followed by the majority of Korean and
Filipino military wives after 1952. The gender ratio of Asians in the United States was
inverted in the 1960s and 1970s as the number of female immigrants superseded those of
male immigrants (Lee 162). Finally, the McCarran-Walter Act extended naturalization
rights to all Asian groups (Lowe, Immigrant 20). However, it placed quotas on Asian
immigration, restricting to 2000 the number of annual visas for immigrants from the
Asian continent and the Pacific Islands, an area formerly known as the Asiatic Barred

Zone and renamed the Asia Pacific Triangle (Hing 37-38).

After 1965

Presidents Truman and Eisenhower both opposed the quota system in the
McCarran Walter Act because it exposed a crack in the image of the United States as a

racially liberal nation-state qualified to lead the capitalist world against the “Red
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Menace” of communism. According to Paul Ong and John Liu, the following three
factors facilitated the passage of the 1965 Immigration Act: a robust domestic economy
(unemployment was only at 4.5 percent); the Civil Rights movement which had helped to
pass the Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Voting Rights Act (1965); and the perception
that the elimination of the Asia Pacific Triangle would not lead to significant immigration
from Asia (159). The dramatic increase in the number of Asian immigrants that followed
the passage of the Act quickly disproved this prediction: the Asian American population
grew from 1.4 million in 1970 to 8.8 million in 1994 (Lee 187-188).

The Act issued 20,000 visas to all non-Western countries regardless of the size of
the host nation. It highly favored family reunification — reserving 80 percent of the visas
for relatives of citizens and permanent residents, and conferring nonquota status to the
parents of citizens. It also encouraged immigration by the professional middle class
(PMC) through the third and sixth categories which were reserved for qualified
professionals with bachelors and advanced degrees in certain fields (particularly
engineering and health) and other skilled and unskilled workers (Hing 38-41). Finally, the
seventh category covered immigrants who were refugees fleeing Communist regimes.
Dislocated Southeast Asians dominated this category from 1981 to 1988 when 70 percent
of 867,000 refugees arrived from Cambodia and South Vietnam (Ong and Liu 160).

Post-1965 Asian immigration to the US has differed from preceding immigration
waves in terms of class, national and gender composition. The third and sixth categories
of the Act reflect the national demand in 1965 for foreign labor to fill positions in
engineering, science and health. The US needed topnotch researchers in science and
technology to win the international arms race while privatization of health care at home
required more doctors and nurses. However, in the late 1960s and 1970s, few citizens

were qualified to fill these positions due to government cuts in education. The possibility
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of educating those from the working class to work in these fields was ignored in favor of
hiring foreign-trained immigrants — mostly from India, China and the Newly
Industrialized Countries (NICs) of East Asia — Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and South
Korea. Unlike earlier Asian immigrants of whom the majority had been working class,
this new group of PMC immigrants arrived with considerable economic and cultural
capital. Its members constituted the “brain drain” that occurred in developing, non-
western countries during the 1970s (Ong, Bonacich, and Cheng 8-16).

These “pull” factors for PMC immigration were supplemented by “push” factors
or social and economic forces in the host country that made America an attractive
immigration option. For the most part, the PMC already had been exposed to US culture
and ideology in their home countries through the presence of American transnational
corporations, military forces and mass media. They were familiar with and often desirous
of the individualist consumer lifestyle associated with American culture. Many had also
participated in educational programs in the US and found their newly acquired western
ideas and methods to be useless in the homeland. Finally, North America offered more
economic opportunities than did their still developing home countries (Ong, Bonacich,
and Cheng 26-29).

By the 1980s, when the second generation of the PMC was entering the upper
echelons of the American educational system, working class, immigrant women — mostly
from Latin America and Asia — replaced the PMC as the primary entering group.
Proletarianized female laborers comprise the majority of new immigrants from Asia
today. Once here, these women are hired in the garment, custodial and high tech
industries to perform menial labor, often in subhuman conditions for minimal pay (Lowe,
Immigrant 14-16). Their labor is crucial in the new economy of “flexible accumulation”

that has accompanied the shift from a production-focused economy to a service-oriented
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one (Watkins 17-24). The demand for cheap immigrant labor has led to resurgence in
anti-immigrant nativism and spurred the passage of laws restricting immigration such as
the 1986 Immigration Reform and Control Act, the 1990 Immigration Act, California’s
Proposition 186 in 1994 and Proposition 209 in 1997. Lisa Lowe notes the similarities in
contemporary situation of these subaltern immigrant women and that of Chinese male

immigrants (“coolie labor”) in the mid 1880s:

If the nineteenth-century racialized and gendered formation of Chinese male
immigrants as laborers sublated the contradictions between the imperatives of
capitalism and the state, then these contradictions reemerge in the demographic
composition of the post-1965 Asian immigrant group, a group still racialized and
exploited yet complicated by class and gender stratification (/mmigrant 16).

The diversity that has always characterized Asian immigrant groups has
proliferated in the early twenty-first century. At present Asian Americans run the gamut
in terms of class, gender, sexuality, national background, political affiliation, and
educational level. These divisions are evident even within a single ethnic group. For
example, Korean Americans define themselves differently according to generation,
region, and class. Aside from country of origin and some phenotypic similarities, a
second generation Korean American female working as a management consultant in New
York would appear to have little in common with a first generation Korean military wife
in Texas, a Korean international graduate student in Indiana, or a second generation
Korean American liquor store owner in Los Angeles.

When one tries to draw links between different Asian ethnic groups, the picture
grows even more complicated. Unlike African Americans who have a longer and shared
history of oppression in this country and Latinos who speak the same language (albeit

with different dialects and accents), Asian Americans have little in common except for
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the similar ways that they have been perceived and treated by the dominant culture.
Indeed, the same ethnic groups that may bond under the umbrella of an imagined Asian
American community in the United States sometimes have long histories of conflict in
their home countries. The classic example here is the national antagonism between Japan
and Korea which reaches back to General Hideyoshi’s invasion of Korea in the 16"
century and extends to the Japanese Occupation of Korea from 1910 to 1945.
Furthermore, Chinese and Southeast Asian minorities currently are considered secondary
citizens in Korea while Korean minorities assume that role in Japan.

Yet when members of these ethnic groups arrive in the United States, they all fall
under the same racial category of “Asian.” The dichotomy here is interesting.
Sociopolitically, Asian America is a collective identity that is neither clearly defined nor
easily recognizable. Culturally, however, certain popular stereotypes continue to
reproduce and perpetuate a monolithic image of Asian Americans as for instance, East
Asian (rather than South Asian or Middle Eastern), foreign, wealthy, and highly
educated. In the Introduction I identified a few of the stereotypes that have been imposed
on East Asian Americans in US popular media; in the following section, I will draw from
theories on stereotyping to discuss how and why these stereotypes were produced and

continue to be disseminated.

HOLLYWOOD AND STEREOTYPES

In “The Other Question” Homi Bhabha defines the stereotype as “a form of
knowledge and identification that vacillates between what is always ‘in place,” already
known and something that must be anxiously repeated” (66). This vacillation allows the

stereotype to be reproduced in different social and historical contexts. According to
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Bhabha, the constant repetition of the “common sense” knowledge which is fixed and
embodied in the stereotype reifies that knowledge as truth (75).

Charles Ramirez Berg describes how this process plays out in Hollywood cinema:

It could be argued that Hollywood rarely claims that the characters in its films are
meant to be taken literally (and therefore seriously), or ever meant to be
representative of entire social groups. Rather, this line of argument goes,
Hollywood is simply telling stories, and the characters within its films serve a
narrational function, not a representational one (10).

He goes on to note that ethnic stereotypes like the Bandido, the Mammy, or the Dragon
Lady become shorthand narratives for the group with which the stereotype is identified.
The danger here lies in the emptying and invention of a people’s past by people in the
entertainment industry who want to save time and make money. What remains are
shriveled, one-dimensional representations of that people and their history, frequently
amounting to physical and cultural caricatures which in turn, affect how members of the
group are perceived and treated in the social sphere. As Ella Shohat notes, these
ideological representations have material consequences, especially in a world

interconnected through the virtual exchange of texts and images:

It is a commonplace to say that the media in the postmodern era play a
fundamental role in shaping one’s identifications and affiliations. By experiencing
their bond to people never actually seen, consumers of electronic media can be
affected by traditions to which they have no ancestral connection. Thus the media
can play a role not only in exoticizing other cultures but also in normalizing them
(168).

Building on Shohat’s observation, one might ask how a marginal culture becomes

normalized and to what extent an exoticizing tendency remains in the normalization
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process. Here Foucault’s notion of the normalizing gaze proves useful in that it helps to
explain the double movement of exoticization and naturalization in the reproduction of
stereotypes. In Discipline and Punish Foucault introduces the notion of the normalizing
gaze as the authoritative gaze of the subject which objectifies the other in order to know
and control its difference: “the normalizing gaze, a surveillance that makes it possible to
qualify, to classify and to punish. It establishes over individuals a visibility through
which one differentiates and judges them” (25). In Justice and the Politics of Difference
Iris Marion Young provides the following excellent description of the integral role that

this concept plays in cultural imperialism:

Cultural imperialism consists in a group’s being invisible at the same time that it
is marked out and stereotyped. Culturally imperialist groups project their own
values, experience, and perspective as normative and universal. Victims of
cultural imperialism are thereby rendered invisible as subjects, as persons with
their own perspective and group-specific experience and interests. At the same
time they are marked out, frozen into a being marked as Other, deviant in relation
to the dominant norm. The dominant groups need not notice their own group
being at all; they occupy an unmarked, neutral, apparently universal position. But
victims of cultural imperialism cannot forget their group identity because the
behavior and reactions of others call them back to it (123).

This dehumanizing gaze also distances the subject/self not only from the
object/other but also from potential traits of the other within itself which the subject
wishes to disown and expel. The necessity of the stereotype as a meaning-making device
hinges on this last point. According to Young, Bhabha, and others, what accounts for the
contradictions in the construction and deployment of stereotypes is the repressed truth
that the self and the other may actually be quite similar. To illustrate this point, Young
draws from Julia Kristeva’s concept of the abject as the “moment of separation, the
border between the ‘I’ and the other, before an ‘I’ is formed” (143). In Kristeva’s
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formulation the “abject” is figured as the unrepresentable, maternal body that the infant is
hesitant to leave but from which it must separate to become a subject in the symbolic
realm. According to Young, the mixture of aversion and fascination that the infant feels
toward the abject (i.e. the alien yet familiar body of its mother) also characterize the
feelings of the representing subject toward its projection of the Other. In the case of
xenophobia, the abject can be read as the fragile border between the Self and the Other

which must be policed constantly to keep the identity of the former intact:

The expelled self turns into a loathsome menace because it threatens to reenter, to
obliterate the obrder established between it and the separated self. The separation
is tenuous, the subject feels it as a loss and yearns for, while rejecting, a
reenclosure by the Other. The defense of the separated self, the means of keeping
the border firm, is aversion from the Other, repulsion, for fear of disintegration
(Young 144).

Likewise, in her analysis of Flower Drum Song Ann Cheng observes, “the intended
disgust (of the dominant norm for its marginal other) comes not from the fixity of the
stereotype but from the dissolution of the boundary effected by the stereotype” (40).
Hollywood has a long history of trying to enforce the tenuous boundaries between
dominant and marginal groups. Derogatory representations of people of color in early
Hollywood films were shaped by industrial measures such as the Production Code (1934-
1965); casting practices like blackface and yellowface where white actors played black
and Asian characters, respectively, or putting actors of one ethnic group in the roles of
another; and stories that consistently killed off or assimilated the racial other to ensure the
neat closure required by the classical Hollywood paradigm. At the same time, the

stereotypes that became institutionalized and thus normalized came from social
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perceptions of an ethnic group which were grounded in specific political, economic and
historical events and developments.

East Asian faces and bodies only recently have started to appear with some
regularity on the big and small screens. One obvious reason for this dearth of
representation is that very few Asian people lived in the United States for most of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries due to strict legal restrictions aimed at immigrants
from Asia. Exclusion laws described in the previous section kept the Asian American
population tiny: Asian Americans comprised only 0.3 percent of the total population in
1900 and 0.7 percent in 1970. The situation changed dramatically between 1971 and
1995 when 17.1 million immigrants, 90% from Asia and Latin America, entered the
United States. The number of immigrants from this period almost equals that of those
who arrived at the peak of US immigration during the first quarter of the last century:
17.2 million, mostly from Europe. Consequently, people identifying as Asian now
comprise approximately 4% of the total US population (Zhou and Gatewood 13-14).
Numerically, Asian Americans are joining rapidly the ranks of Latinos and African
Americans as a viable voting bloc and desirable consumer market.

The growing number of Asian Americans, like those of Latinos, suggests the
need, in the political, popular and academic spheres, to rethink the binaristic framing of
racial relations in the United States. As Michael Omi and Harold Winant have noted, the
dominant paradigm for race and ethnicity in America has elided race with blackness and
ethnicity with whiteness (14-24). With roots in the ideology of liberal humanism, this
paradigm has assumed that, whether biologically or culturally based, difference is
marked, fixed, quantifiable and therefore, categorizable. At the same time, liberal

humanism likens equality to similitude, positing that since Blacks and Whites, women
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and men, homosexuals and heterosexuals essentially are the same (i.e. “human”), they
should have the same access to various forms of institutional power.

While this logic has contributed to important legal gains for marginal groups in
the United States, members of these groups continue to experience a nebulous and
pervasive kind of discrimination that exists at the more visceral level of lived experience.
As Iris Marion Young states, “rhetorical commitment to the sameness of persons makes it
impossible even to name how those differences presently structure privilege and
oppression” (164). Furthermore, that rhetorical commitment implicitly continues to
define the “norm” or the “standard” through the terms of the Enlightenment -- as male,
white, bourgeois, and able-bodied heterosexuals.

Young and other scholars such as Kobena Mercer (1994), Lauren Berlant (1997),
and Michael Warner (1999) have argued that the assumed existence of a fixed standard of
“humanness” leads to a disregard for the differences between and within the members of
both marginal and dominant groups. A marginal group that does not acknowledge its
differences within and without its borders risks permitting the power structure to
reproduce the colonial legacy of “divide-and-conquer.” Such a group also risks alienating
those members that do not conform totally to its standards of “authenticity.” At the same
time, the dominant group retains its invisible and central position as the norm. To sum up,
by emphasizing a static, monolithic notion of the self, classical liberal humanism fails to
acknowledge the multiplicities and contradictions within marginal and dominant groups.

In this light, the growing Asian American community can be considered a sort of
experimental work-in-progress. In “Heterogeneity, Hybridity, Multiplicity,” Lisa Lowe
proposes that recognition of the diversity in Asian America can provide an identity
position for Asian Americans that is ethnically specific and, at the same time, open

enough for members to identify with other groups. Her theoretical model challenges the
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binary of nationalism and assimilation in earlier Asian American activism and
scholarship. It does so by suggesting that we embrace elements of Asian American
identity and experience which have been denigrated as “non-human” such as
fragmentation, division, contradiction, multiplicity, adaptability, and that we use them
instead to conceptualize differently terms such as ‘“American” and “human,”
“community” and “solidarity” (680-685). Rather than relying on vertical modes of
community formation which are built on a unified notion of self that is tied to others
through fixed, genealogical ties, Lowe imagines Asian America as a horizontal network
of multiple, constantly changing selves.

Recently, Rachel Lee and Sau-ling Wong have drawn a provocative parallel
between this conceptualization of Asian America and the Internet as an imagined
community. Their analogy will be explored in the following chapter. Before moving
toward the future of Asian America, on and offline, however, it is important first to take

some account of its past.

EAST ASIAN IMAGES

In her one-woman show and independent film, /’m the One that I Want, comedian
Margaret Cho makes the following quip about the lack of Asian faces on television

during her formative years in the 1970s and 1980s.

When [ was growing up, I never saw Asian people on television. Oh, except on
M*A4*S*H sometimes. Every once in a while on M*4 *S*H, sometimes you would
see an Asian person in the background unloading a truck. Then there was Kung
Fu. But that doesn’t really count because David Carradine, the star of Kung Fu,
was not Chinese. So that show should not have been called Kung Fu. It should
have been called Hey, That Guy’s Not Chinese! (Coleman 2000)
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At Cho’s Austin and Los Angeles shows in 1999 and 2000, these lines never failed to
elicit roars of laughter. With her usual deadpan humor, Cho had stated something obvious
to everyone in the audience: until quite recently, East Asian Americans have been
invisible in US popular media. When they have appeared, it usually has been as gross
caricatures played by white actors in yellowface or as flat, marginal characters with stock
traits such as poor or accented English which mark them as permanent foreigners.
Scholars in Asian American studies such as Eugene Wong (1978), Gina Marchetti
(1993), Darrell Hamamoto (1994), and Robert Lee (1999) have tended to treat these
characters as ideological barometers for popular perceptions of Asians and Asian
Americans in the United States. By pointing out the presence and continuation of Asian
stereotypes in mainstream cinema, analyses of this sort perform a valuable academic and
political role. At the same time, most of this scholarship is concerned primarily with
exposing moments of overtly racist stereotyping in Hollywood films. Unfortunately, this
approach sometimes precludes a more subtle examination of the contradictory and
ambivalent ways that these films deal with racial, cultural, and national difference.
Another strand of inquiry in Asian American film studies has focused on the
production and reception of Asian American independent cinema from the 1960s to the
present. This approach is exemplified in studies by Russell Leong (1991), Jun Xing
(1998), and Peter Feng (2002). The majority of this scholarship has centered on
documentaries, shorts, and art house features, reflecting the dominant genres in Asian
American cinema. Again, such studies perform a crucial political and intellectual
function by illuminating alternative images and stories of Asian Pacific Americans.
However, this scholarship is limited in two ways. First, the audience for Asian American
independent cinema — like those for African American and Latino independent films —

woefully continues to be a small one, consisting primarily of artists, activists,
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intellectuals, and students fortunate enough to take an Asian American or ethnic studies
class. Second, while recent scholarship has started to investigate the diasporic ties
between Asian American communities and their home countries in Asia, it continues for
the most part to stress the “American” over the “Asian” part of Asian America. This
tendency fails to take into account the growing number of recent “Asian Americans” who
consider themselves transnational — equally comfortable in the US and Taiwan, India, the
Philippines, Vietnam, Japan, Hong Kong, or Korea.

Both approaches to the representation of East Asians and East Asian Americans in
cinema have not addressed a socially and aesthetically embedded mode of depicting
Asiatic peoples, places, and cultures on the silver screen. Again, [ am referring here to the
positioning of primarily East Asian-looking bodies, props, costumes, and architecture
within and as the background in a broad spectrum of Hollywood films — from the
screwball musical, Thoroughly Modern Millie (Hill 1967), to the neo-noir classic,
Chinatown, to the videogame-based action movie, Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (West 2001).

While this orientalist imagery and iconography has existed in Hollywood since its
incipiency, it has become increasingly visible in the past few years. Even as the number
of Asiatic faces and bodies, primarily as “window dressing,” grows on various screens,
disembodied and decontextualized forms of East Asian culture such as martial arts
choreography, aesthetic styles derived from anime and videogames, and East Asian
influenced fashion have become prominent in popular culture. These two forms of
representation — East Asia as bodies and East Asia as style — more and more are collapsed
in the US popular imaginary. In order to map the multiple causes and consequences of
this development, it is important to look at how East Asian bodies and spaces have been
represented in Hollywood historically. To that end, this chapter ends with a broad review

of East Asian images in Hollywood from silent cinema to the present.
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1910s — 1940s

In one of the earliest studies on the representation of Asians in film, Eugene
Franklin Wong looks at depictions of Asians in US silent film and World War II
propaganda films. His readings link dehumanizing portrayals of generic “oriental”
characters to events that triggered the Yellow Peril response in Hollywood, primarily
anti-Chinese attitudes at home and concern over imperial Japan after its defeat of China
in 1895 and Russia in 1905 (56-72). Yellow Peril sentiment is also apparent in the two
feature films that Asian American film scholars most often cite from this period: Broken
Blossoms and The Cheat. Along with Wong, Gina Marchetti and Robert Lee read these
films as attempts to contain American anxieties of Asian domination by effeminizing,
castrating and punishing the Asian male protagonist through death and/or the law.

According to Lee, “The Cheat and Broken Blossoms brought together the nation’s
extended threat, the Yellow Peril, and the nation’s domestic threat, the emergence of the
New Woman” (120). Marchetti categorizes the two films as “rape narratives,” which
enact the Yellow Peril virtually through the trope of potential miscegenation (2-3). Both
Lee and Marchetti note the mirroring that occurs between the white women (Edith and
Lucy) and the Asian men (Tori and Cheng Huan) in their desire for and consumption of
luxury commodities which represent the threat of consumer capitalism and Asian access
to the new global capital (Marchetti 27-32, Lee 120-124). The symbolic rape (Tori
branding Edith, Cheng Huan kissing Lucy’s sleeve) reveals the dangerous masculinity of
the not totally effeminate Asian man while the woman’s “natural” disgust and the
punishment meted to the rapist reinforce hegemonic boundaries of whiteness and
appropriate femininity. In other words, both films keep the Asian male and the bourgeois
white female in their respective positions in the power hierarchy vis-a-vis the capitalist

white male.
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A gap exists between the 1930s and the late 1950s in Asian American scholarship
on Hollywood films featuring Asian characters and themes. Marchetti discusses The
Bitter Tea of General Yen (Capra 1933) and Shanghai Express (von Sternberg 1932) as
versions of the captivity tale that deal with the threat of miscegenation. In the former, the
contagious agent is General Yen (Nils Asther in yellowface), a Chinese warlord who
takes as captive Megan, an American missionary (Barbara Stanwyck); in the latter, it is
both Chang (Warner Oland in yellowface) and Hui Fei (Anna May Wong) who threaten
the racial and sexual purity of Shanghai Lily (Marlene Dietrich). The Dragon Lady (evil
seductress) and Butterfly (self-sacrificing geisha) stereotypes figure prominently in this
period for women, while representations of men split into two extreme character types:
the dangerous war lord and the harmless servant. In War Without Mercy and The Deathly
Embrace, John Dower and Sheng Mei Ma respectively refer to the popular Fu Manchu
and Charlie Chan serials as examples of this split in US popular culture.

Charlie Chan was a passive and loyal Chinese American detective in a film serial
from the 1920s to the 1970s (as well as a 1950s television series) who used his nonlinear
“oriental” logic to solve difficult mysteries for the white establishment. Charlie’s evil
counterparts, Fu Manchu and Ming the Merciless, also serialized Chinese characters,
were bent instead on conquering the world and destroying the establishment that Charlie
served. Fu Manchu, in particular, was the consummate Asian villain, threatening
naturalized constructions of Anglo-American heterosexual masculinity. Charlie Chan and
Fu Manchu are both dehumanized — the former through emasculation and conditional
acceptance, and the latter through perversion and alienation. Charlie Chan, like the war
brides of the 1950s, is a precursor to the model minority stereotype of the 1970s while Fu
Manchu and Ming the Merciless foreshadow the techno-oriental “gook™ stereotype of the

1980s (Dower 157-159, 163, Ma 3-20).
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1950s — 1970s

In 1945 Japan was subjugated, and through the 1950s the armed forces were in
Korea attempting to contain the new specter of Communism. As more East Asian war
brides arrived in the US, films starring Asian female characters began to appear on the
silver screen. They included Teahouse of the August Moon (Mann 1956), Sayonara, The
World of Suzie Wong, Love is a Many-Splendored Thing (King 1955), Japanese War
Bride (Vidor 1952) and Bridge to the Sun (Perier 1961). The two most often cited by
Asian American film scholars are Sayonara and The World of Suzie Wong. The female
Oriental Other in both films is presented in slightly more complex ways than their
Butterfly and Dragon Lady predecessors. Rather than death, the protagonist here is
contained and assimilated through domestication which results from her blinding love for
a white male savior. The Dragon Ladies in these movies become Lotus Blossoms and
potential future mothers of the nation by renouncing their homes, nations and careers for
Anglo American men. Three major patterns are worth noting in films of this type.

First, clothing and costume changes are integral to the racial and sexual
construction of the Asian woman as an object of desire. Changes in costume demonstrate
the dangerous, performative quality of Asian identity. Racial difference (also read as
sexual deviance) is eliminated by authenticating the hyper-feminine, docile image of the
Asian woman. For example, in The World of Suzie Wong Robert denounces his
prostitute/model girlfriend, Suzie as a “cheap European streetwalker” when she appears
in western clothing. He returns her to her “true” Chinese self by dressing her in a
traditional Chinese wedding gown (Marchetti 121; Feng 43). Similarly, in Sayonara
Lloyd Gruver (Marlon Brando) falls in love with Hana Ogi (Miko Taka) only after she

stops wearing western male clothing and dons the traditional kimono (Yamamoto 34-40).
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Second, the Asian woman functions as a metaphor for her post-war, American-
occupied Asian country: Traise Yamamoto identifies the primary rhetorical move in these
films as “reciprocity through metonymic substitution. ... Through the construction of the
Japanese [read: East Asian] woman as the individual representative or her country, the
power relation between nations is privatized and annulled by the discourse of romantic
love. ... What falls out in this equation is the mechanism of power and domination” (34).

Finally, in Sayonara and Suzie Wong, the white woman’s “unnatural masculinity”
contributes to the loss of her boyfriend or husband to the Asian woman. According to
Yamamoto, the racial difference of the Asian female ceases to be threatening in these
films once it is reframed in terms of docile, childlike sexuality. The hyper-femininity of
the Asian female then becomes a “restorative to white American male hegemony and an
implicit criticism of white American womanhood” (40).

The kind of East Asian women that are celebrated in these films anticipates the
development of the Model Minority during the politically radical 1960s and 1970s.
Epitomized in stereotypes of the Asian nerd, female newscaster, and loyal sidekick, the
quiet, passive model minority works tirelessly for the dominant powers and never
complains about institutional inequities. Model Minorities do this to achieve the ultimate
American Dream: Anglo American, bourgeois status. Their “success” demonstrates to
other racial minorities and non-white people everywhere that the United States is a land
where one can transcend race and gender boundaries if only one works very hard.
According to Nancy Abelmann and John Lie, along with upholding a neoconservative
individualist ethos by keeping other less model minorities in their place, the Model
Minority myth elides the diversity among Asian Americans and underemphasizes the

persistence of anti-Asian racism in the US (165-170).
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Recalling Robert Lee’s binary of the Model Minority and the Gook, we might
note here that, according to Lee, the term “gook™ has proven to be an elastic term,
referring to whatever Asian national or ethnic power happens to pose the biggest threat to
the US at a given point in time (182-191). Lee uses this word to describe negative
representations of Asian Americans in the 1990s, including Korean American
entrepreneurs defending their stores during the Los Angeles Uprising and Chinese
American lobbyists seeking policy favors with large contributions to the Clinton
campaign. According to Lee, these examples show that popular media continues to depict
Asian Americans as expendable potential scapegoats (the Model Minority) or treacherous
threats to the nation that must be destroyed (the Gook). While I remain somewhat
skeptical about Lee’s claims regarding the current usage of the racial slur, “gook,” I do
find his idea of a connection between stereotypes of Asian Americans as dangerous
threats and as productive overachievers useful for examining representations of Asian
Americans in US popular culture.

According to Lee, the Model Minority/Gook stereotype that emerged in action
films of the 1980s consolidated Charlie Chan and Fu Manchu, Lotus Blossom and
Dragon Lady into a double-faced Asian Other for the New Hollywood era. Not
surprisingly, then, the first wave of blockbuster films about the Vietnam War also came
out during this period, including Deer Hunter (Cimino 1978), Apocalypse Now (Coppola
1979), First Blood (Kotchefft 1982), Rambo: First Blood Part II (Costmatos 1985),
Platoon (Stone 1986), and Full Metal Jacket (Kubrick 1987).

The 1980s and 1990s

The Year of the Dragon and Rising Sun appear most often in the scholarship of

Asian-themed Hollywood films in the 1980s and 1990s. Films that tackle similar issues
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from this period include Big Trouble in Little China (Carpenter 1986), China Girl
(Ferrara 1987) and Black Rain (Scott 1989) among others. The Year of the Dragon is an
imperialist text that replays the Vietnam War in a 1980s New York Chinatown overrun
by Chinese gangs. Stanley White, a working class Polish cop and his villainous double,
Joey Tai (John Lone), a cosmopolitan Chinese American gang boss vie for the role of
legitimate citizen -- White through race and Tai through economic capital. Tracy Tzu is a
television news reporter whose relationship with White provides the film’s necessary
heterosexual, Eurocentric closure (Marchetti 215). Rising Sun locates the Model
Minority/Gook in the growing presence of Japanese corporations in America. The movie
is based on Michael Crichton’s book of the same title and features Sean Connery and
Wesley Snipes as an interracial police team that cracks down on the vaguely evil actions
of the Nakamoto Company. As Dorinne Kondo notes, the theme consists of black and
white protagonists bonding over a high tech corporate yellow threat. Protested widely by
Asian American advocacy groups, Rising Sun was the last big budget movie to bank
overtly on the Model Minority/Gook stereotype (240-251).

The early 1990s proved a pivotal moment for Asian-themed films in Hollywood.
Along with the growing number of Asian American media producers and consumers, the
high visibility of such films during this period was due in large part to the increased
economic prominence of Japan in the US at the time -- a prominence which I desribe in
more detail in the next chapter and which perhaps was most spectacularly demonstrated
by the emergence of Sony and Matsushita as Hollywood studio owners in 1989-1990.
The same year that Rising Sun premiered, The Joy Luck Club (Wang), the first
Hollywood film about Asian Americans produced by Asian Americans for a wide
audience, had a successful run at the box office. A few years later, Mulan (Bancroft and

Cook 1998), an animated interpretation of the Chinese myth of woman warrior, Fa
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Mulan, appeared as part of a wave of multicultural Disney narratives, including Aladdin
(Clement and Musker 1992), The Lion King (Allers and Minkoff 1994), and Pocahontas
(Gabriel and Goldberg 1995).

This period also saw a surge of interest in art films from China and Taiwan,
including Zhang Yimou’s Raise the Red Lantern (1991), Chen Kaige’s Farewell My
Concubine (1993), Ang Lee’s The Wedding Banquet (1993), and Wang Kar Wai’s
Chungking Express (1994). Around the same time, Hong Kong action films by directors
John Woo and Stanley Tong starring actors such as Jackie Chan, Jet Li, Tony Leung and
Chow Yun Fat began to amass a following in the US, especially after they were endorsed
by Quentin Tarantino in the mid 1990s. In Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon (2000) Ang
Lee melded the gorgeous cinematography of the Fifth Generation art film with the
spectacular kinetics of the Hong Kong action flick. Like The Matrix, his film quickly
entered the pop culture lexicon: in the years following its release, Crouching Tiger
Hidden Dragon was referenced in everything from a 7UP commercial in which two
Chinese women fight over a can of soda using martial arts swordplay to Yoda’s CGI

posturing in George Lucas’s Star Wars II: Attack of the Clones (2002).

CONCLUSION

In the early twenty-first century, the Asian American community continues to
grow. According to the 2000 US Census Report, Asian Americans comprised 4 percent
of the total US population in 2000 (up from .7 percent in 1970 and 3 percent in 1990) and
are projected to become 9 percent of the population by 2050, more than tripling their
numbers by mid century. Unlike their predecessors before the 1970s, most Asian

Americans were born outside the US -- six out of ten in 1997. Most are also young: Asian
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Americans under the age of 18 comprised 29 percent of the group in 2000 (“Census
Bureau Facts for Features™).

Perhaps not coincidentally, representations of East Asia in US popular culture
tend to be youth-oriented. By this, I do not mean simply that the East Asian and Asian
American bodies on screens tend to be or to look young. The trend toward youthful faces
and bodies is one that cuts across racial and cultural boundaries in US media and
increasingly, media around the world. Rather, I mean narratives, styles, and trends in the
US that are associated with East Asia tend to be geared toward youth — from the Japanese
animated cartoons on television such as Pokemon (1998 to present) and Yu-Gi-Oh (1998
to present) which target young children to the more adult-themed anime, East Asian
fashions, and videogames which target older children, adolescents, and twenty-
somethings. In large part this association of East Asian things with youth, futurity, and
cutting edge technology stems from the present dominance of Japanese entertainment
hardware (VCRs, televisions, walkmans, and stereos) and software (videogames, OVA
anime) in the industrial world — a development that Iwabuchi traces to Japanese business
strategies in the 1970s and 1980s and especially the marketing practices of the consumer
electronics company, Sony (23-50).

As East Asian presence in US popular culture has entered the arena of culturally
specific software in the 1990s, representations of East Asians and Asian Americans have
multiplied and become more complex. With the popularity of anime, cheongsam dresses,
Sony Playstation2, Hello Kitty, Thai cuisine, and karaoke, Asian-themed products appear
to have found cultural cachet among the younger and presumably hipper set in the early
twenty-first century. For instance, many of my undergraduate students at UT Austin —
non-Asian American and Asian American alike — often cited such developments as proof

that Asian Americans finally are being accepted in dominant culture. Those students
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might have a point. The nature of East Asian stereotypes does appear to be changing as
US consumers, especially youth, grow more familiar with mediated representations of
East Asian bodies and spaces.

At the same time, however, hate crimes against Asian Americans have not
disappeared, Asian Americans continue to face glass ceilings at work, and appalling
stereotypes of Asians still appear in the media alongside more ostensibly celebratory and
flattering representations. In what ways then, might contemporary Hollywood
representations reflect these mixed attitudes of and actions toward East Asia and Asian
America in the US?

Most current representations of Asiatic bodies, cultures, and places suggest a
connection between East Asia and the future. Explicitly, this link appears in the
association of East Asian bodies and spaces with new technologies — a pattern that can be
found, for example, in the roles of Jet Li in Romeo Must Die (Bartkowiak 2000) and The
One, Lucy Liu in Charlie’s Angels, and Kelly Hu in X2 (Singer 2003). Emphasized in all
of these films are the East Asian actors’ sleek, cyborgian bodies expertly performing
mechanical martial arts moves in minimalist, digital settings. My study is concerned
chiefly with these explicit representations of the technologized Oriental Other.

Somewhat complicating the Hollywood trend toward the technologized Orient is a
more implicit association of Asian America with a multicultural future, which can be
found in examples of better developed Asian American characters in television and
independent film. For instance, the Asian American female characters Lane Kim (Keiko
Agena) in the television series The Gilmore Girls (2000 to present) and Janet Yang (Sara
Tanaka) in Rushmore (Anderson 1998), and the male Asian American characters in
Better Luck Tomorrow (Lin 2003), provide welcome depictions of Asian American

characters that actively break oriental stereotypes. It is worth noting here, however, that
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these more rounded characters are all young, adolescent Asian Americans whose parents
are stereotyped or noticeably absent.

The two identities of East Asia and Asian America that emerge from these
representations are connected in that both rely on orientalist stereotypes for self-
definition. The first, through its explicit association of East Asian bodies with techno-
oriental styles, accepts and performs those stereotypes to establish the radical alterity of
the “Orient.” The second, through its implicit association of Asian American bodies with
a kind of surface multiculturalism, self-consciously reacts against the stereotypes to
establish the humanity of the young Asian American characters. The point is that neither
representation is able to imagine or show East Asian and Asian American cultural
difference without recourse to historical oriental stereotypes. In this sense, the stereotypes
that were discussed in the Introduction still function as the most easily representable and
thus recognizable manifestations of that cultural difference. As such, these stereotypes
continue to constitute the Oriental Other in twenty-first century representations of East
Asia and Asian America.

The literature reviews in this chapter on the histories of East Asian immigration
and Hollywood representation demonstrate the ways in which character traits that have
become reified as East Asian stereotypes emerged from and continue to be shaped in the
legal, social, and cultural arenas. Again, these stereotypes include the following: literal or
metaphoric foreign-status, association with transnational capital, sexual perversity or
deviance, and inscrutability. Such stereotypes, in turn, suggest a lack of originality,
emotion, and individualism on the part of the Oriental Other -- qualities that have
distinguished the human from the non-human in western discourse since the Early
Modern period. In the next chapter, I provide some background on the crucial role of

techno-orientalism in cyberpunk culture to begin considering the complex and often
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disturbing ways in which such qualities link the Oriental Other to the Technological

Other.
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Chapter Two

The Cyberpunk Orient

Anything that can be done to a rat can be done to a human being. And we can do most
anything to rats. This is a hard thing to think about, but it’s the truth. It won’t go away
because we cover our eyes. This is cyberpunk.

-- Bruce Sterling""

INTRODUCTION

In a 2001 Time International article, novelist William Gibson made the following

observation about cyberpunk science fiction and Japan:

In the ‘80s when I became known for a species of SF that journalists called
cyberpunk, Japan was already, somehow, the de facto spiritual home of that
influence, that particular flavor of popular culture. It was not that there was a
cyberpunk movement in Japan or a native literature akin to cyberpunk, but that
modern Japan simply was cyberpunk. The Japanese themselves knew it and
delighted in it. I remember my first glimpse of Shibuya, when one of the young
Tokyo journalists who had taken me there, his face drenched with the light of a
thousand media-suns — all that towering, animated crawl of commercial
information — said, “You see? You see? It is Blade Runner town.” And it was. It
so evidently was (48).

Gibson draws a link here between a constructed cyberpunk sensibility in
contemporary Western literature and a “spiritual” cyberpunk essence in the Tokyo
urbanscape — a connection that is crystallized in a reference to the Hollywood science
fiction film Blade Runner. He specifically mentions Shibuya, a fashionable shopping and

entertainment district in Tokyo where evanescent popular trends are displayed on
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electronic billboards and paraded on the bodies of the nation’s most image-conscious
youth. Upon this highly consumerist and mediated East Asian space, Gibson projects the
futuristic oriental urban environments of his now classic cyberpunk novels, including
Neuromancer, Burning Chrome, Mona Lisa Overdrive, and Idoru.

Gibson obscures his primary role in this projection process by displacing his
recognition of the seemingly implicit connection between cyberpunk and Japan onto the
Japanese themselves. Representing the Japanese in this instance is the enthusiastic
journalist who seems to have been charged with showing the writer the more spectacular
sights of Tokyo. The journalist becomes a mouthpiece for Gibson’s own thoughts when
he points out the distinctly “cyberpunk™ look of the city, proudly selling this culturally
and technologically mediated image of home to the impressed US-born Canadian as
“Blade Runner town.”

Many years earlier in a 1986 interview with Takayuki Tatsumi, Gibson, using a
mixture of irony and naiveté, made it clear that his vision of Japan was his own personal
Western fantasy. After confessing that he had not known the actual geographic location
of Chiba when he decided to use the name of the Japanese city in his first novel, the

writer described his relationship to Japan thus:

Japan interests me more and more, but I’m starting to get embarrassed about
having done this thing (referring to Japan in his work) without really knowing
anything about it. It’s just a fantasy. I think in that way it has a weird kind of
power. It’s like 19" Century Orientalia (Tatsumi 13).

This chapter considers the ideological dimension of the powerful cyberpunk fantasies of
Japan specifically and East Asia generally to which Gibson refers in the fascinating quote

above. Gibson’s fiction — along with those of Bruce Sterling, John Shirley, Rudy Rucker,
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Lewis Shiner, Greg Bear, Lucius Shepard, and more recently, Neal Stephenson, along
with several others — has been grouped in the now passé literary genre known as
cyberpunk science fiction. Gibson became the de facto representative of cyberpunk after
the publication of Neuromancer which contains the first popular definition of
“cyberspace” as a “consensual hallucination” (4-5). As many have noted, it is a bit ironic
that Gibson wrote the novel that predicted the rise of cyber-culture on a vintage 1937
Hermes portable typewriter (Gibson “Since 1948”).

Before it died as a specific “movement” in the early 1990s, cyberpunk fiction
managed to spark a self-consciously “hip” techno-punk style that continues in the present
in various forms of popular media, including Hollywood cinema. That style, which
invokes film noir, independent comics, computer culture, and popular culture, is
expressed in a particular burnt-out vision of the future — as a gritty, crowded,
transnational, urban scene defined by high and low forms of technology, multicultural
mixings, and ubiquitous corporate presence. Cyberpunk as a subgenre of both science
fiction literature and film will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter.

For now, I would like to note simply that modern East Asian cities epitomized in
the image of present day Tokyo and their high-tech inhabitants play a prominent visual
role in cyberpunk narratives. I am defining “cyberpunk narrative” broadly here, including
under this label not only those stories that define themselves as such but also those that
possess characteristics of the style described above. When the orientalized characters and
other people of color in such stories have a narrative function, it is usually that of playing
the villains and sidekicks of the almost always young, white (or mostly white) male
protagonists. This pattern seems to be changing slightly in the work of second generation
cyberpunks such as Stephenson and the Wachowskis even as the visual Orientalism

remains — a development I will examine in Part Three.
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The consistency of oriental imagery in cyberpunk narratives elicits several
questions, among them the following. Why does this common fantasy of East Asia as the
technologized future appear so regularly in cyberpunk? What social, political, and
aesthetic purposes does it serve for the primarily Western authors of these stories and
their target audiences, who for the most part, are interpellated as Western through
specific narrative and visual cues? And, in what ways does this fantasy of East Asia as
the future continue to be reproduced on the silver screen through films such as Blade
Runner and The Matrix as well as a number of 1980s and 1990s Hollywood movies
which center on cybernetic technologies and display a cyberpunk sensibility?

Those questions are addressed throughout the following chapter which is divided
into two sections. The first section introduces David Morley and Kevin Robins’s concept
of techno-orientalism to examine the elision of East Asian places and bodies with new
technologies and an imagined future ruled by such technologies. This leads to a
discussion of recent applications in Asian American Studies of Morley and Robins’s
concept to the continued presence of oriental imagery and orientalist attitudes in
cyberspace.

The second section takes a step back, to give some background on the cyberpunk
movement and to delineate the major points of its critics. It then proceeds to discuss how
elements of cyberpunk fiction have become incorporated in dominant culture, specifically
Hollywood. The chapter ends with a description of “cyberpunk cinema” as a subgenre of
science fiction film that displays many of the defining characteristics of cyberpunk fiction
and style. Examples of films from the 1980s and 1990s that qualify as “cyberpunk” lead
to the analyses in Part Two of Blade Runner, one of the first and arguably most

influential cyberpunk films in Hollywood.
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TECHNO-ORIENTALISM

In Spaces of Identity David Morley and Kevin Robins target a new kind of anti-
Asian racism that emerged in the 1980s, which they call “techno-orientalism” and

describe as follows:

Postmodern technologies have become structured into the discourse of
Orientalism. Through these new technologies, the contradictory stereotypes of
Japaneseness have assumed new forms; the new technologies have become
associated with the sense of Japanese identity and ethnicity (169).

Morley and Robins discuss the ways in which historical stereotypes of East Asians based
on orientalist thinking have become conflated with “postmodern” technologies in the
West, which include various ongoing developments in the realms of electronics and
cybernetics. According to the authors, Japan and other NICs such as Hong Kong,
Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan are correlated with these technologies in Western
popular media in two ways: first, through the exoticized aestheticization of Tokyo as the
quintessential modern, decentered metropolis (this is exemplified in Gibson’s description
of Tokyo which opened the chapter) and second, through the notion that the Japanese
possess the very characteristics of the dangerous technologies they produce and consume.

To illustrate the second representative strategy, Morley and Robins refer to otaku,
a slang term for a subculture of Japanese youth that are obsessed with information
technologies and popular culture of which more will be said in Chapters Four and Five.
Morley and Robins articulate the ambivalence of techno-orientalism through the figure of
the otaku, which becomes representative of the thoroughly technologized Japanese: “The
Japanese are unfeeling aliens; they are cyborgs and replicants. But there is also the sense

that these mutants (the otaku) are now better adapted to survive in the future” (170).
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Incidentally, a similar sentiment was expressed toward North American youth a
few decades earlier by Marshall MacLuhan. In an article that he presented in 1966 at the
Texas-Stanford seminar, “The Meaning of Commercial Television,” MacLuhan argued
that television viewing had ushered in a new way of seeing and experiencing the world —
from the linear space of print media to the non-linear “all-at-once simultaneous” space of
electronic media (89). MacLuhan associates the former with Western culture and the

latter with the “oriental world.” To wit:

The western world organizes itself visually by connective, uniform, and
continuous space. The oriental world, antithetically, organizes everything by
spaces, by distances between sounds and objects, not by connection. ... The
oriental works by interval, not by connection, and that is why we think he is
inscrutable. ... We are orientalizing ourselves at a furious clip (91).

A little later, he expands on the idea that North Americans (again, assumed of European
descent) are becoming more and more like Asians. This melding of East and West into a
virtual global village culminates in MacLuhan’s orientalized figure of the television-

viewing American child:

The television form of experience is profoundly and subliminally introverting, an
inward depth, meditative, oriental. The television child is a profoundly
orientalized being. And he will not accept goals as objects in the world to pursue.
He will accept a role, but he will not accept a goal. He goes inward. No greater
revolution has ever occurred to western man or any other society in so short a
time (93).

The troubling cultural reductions in MacLuhan’s theorizing aside, the
ambivalence expressed in his prediction that Anglo-American youth would become more
Eastern through increased media use in the 1960s is mirrored in US popular perceptions
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of the Japanese as both “mutants” and future humans in the 1990s as per Morley and
Robins’s observations. A similar kind of ambivalence can be found in more recent
techno-orientalist depictions of East Asia and East Asians, in films such as Blade
(Norrington 1998), The Matrix trilogy (1999, 2003) The One (Wong 2001), Blade II (del
Toro 2002), and Equilibrium. The complicated mixed feelings that such representations
suggest toward the Oriental Other will be dealt with more fully in Part Three.

Morley and Robins devote a section of their chapter on techno-orientalism to a
discussion of the growing “honorary white” status of the Japanese in the United States,
which they equate historically with that of the Jews (154-158). Examples of Westerners’
acceptance or identification with the Oriental Other such as the “whitened” status of the
Japanese in the US and ambivalent feelings around the ofaku begin to touch on the
increased complexity of US attitudes toward East Asia since the transformation of Japan
and the NICs into first world nations.

However, Morley and Robins do not linger on this more ambiguous aspect of
techno-orientalism. Instead they focus on the Yellow Perilist elements implicit in
technologized images of Japan and the Japanese in the US during the late 1980s and early
1990s. The authors’ argument is based on their map of technological, economic, and
political shifts in power from England in the nineteenth century to the US in the
twentieth-century, and to Japan in the early twenty-first century. The argument can be
summed up thus: the West resents the East for its ability to appropriate and improve on
Western technology — to beat the West at its own game, as it were. The Japanese as non-
white appropriators of Western technology subsequently become associated with traits
that derive from the possession of this technology, including rationality, development,

and progress.
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John Dower (1986), Ronald Takaki (1989), and George Lipsitz (1998) have
recorded a similar attitude in Europe and the US toward Japan after it defeated Russia in
1905 and became a formidable non-white Axis power during World War II. Western
antagonism toward Japan in that period was a response to Japan’s subversive role as
producers and products of Western military technology; along a similar vein,
contemporary fears of Japan, according to Morley and Robins, derive from the strong
association of Japan with the hardware and increasingly software of “new”
communication technologies. The authors state that in both cases, the West’s resentment
of Japan reflects the unconscious hatred that it has of these qualities in itself. In this sense
then techno-orientalism retains the fundamental organizing principle of classical
Orientalism, i.e. the necessary role of the East as a distorted mirror for the West.

Japan’s success at producing and manipulating technology destabilizes the
rational foundations of modern Western culture by revealing that the power associated
with technology is culturally and racially transferable. Morley and Robins explain this

process of destabilization in the following way:

Japan has now become modern to the degree of seeming postmodern, and it is its
future that seems to be the current measure for all cultures. And, thereby, the basis
of Western identity is called into question. ... Japan has come to exist within the
Western political and cultural unconscious as a figure of danger, and it has done
so because it has destabilized the neat correlation between West/East and
modern/pre-modern. If the West is modern, Japan should be pre-modern, or at
least non-modern. ... The fact that Japan no longer fits throws the established
historico-geographical schema into confusion, creating a panic of disorientation
(if not yet, to be sure, of dis-Orientalism) (153, 160).

As noted earlier, the reiteration of Yellow Peril sentiments in and as techno-orientalism
peaked in the late 1980s and early 1990s when Japanese corporations began to invest in

important symbols of American culture. Such investments included Sony’s purchase of
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CBS Records for $26 billion in 1988 and Columbia Pictures for $3.4 billion in 1989,
Matsushita’s purchase of MCA/Universal for $6 billion in 1990, the sale of the
Rockefeller Center to a Japanese real estate firm, and JVC’s $100 million investment in
Largo Entertainment (Morley and Robins, 149). Nicola Nixon contextualizes the
prevalence of the Japanese family mega-corporations or zaibatsu in Gibson’s work within
the cultural and sociopolitical trends of the United States in the 1980s, a period when
“(Japanese) corporate practice presented the most substantial threat to American-style
capitalism America had yet experienced” (224).

Since the publication of Morley and Robins’ book in 1995 and the economic
recession in East Asia shortly thereafter, the panic specifically around Japan appears to
have died down a bit. However, a more subtle and pervasive form of techno-orientalism
continues to exert a strong influence in US popular culture. This is made apparent in
recent scholarship in Asian American Studies, which points to the overwhelming
presence of techno-orientalist tendencies in cyberspace and its fictional counterpart and

predecessor, cyberpunk.

Techno-Orientalism and Asian America

In the previous chapter I referred briefly to an analogy that Rachel Lee and Sau-
Ling Wong recently drew between Internet communities and Lisa Lowe’s idea of Asian
America as an imagined community whose members are defined by common goals and
interests rather than strict genealogical or cultural ties. In this section, I will unpack that
analogy within the context of techno-orientalism in US cyber-culture and popular media.
Lee and Wong point out the parallels between the Asian American community and

cyberspace thus:
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The notion of a panethnic identity is ... an invention, one performed into being
and maintained by continued acts of political and cultural intervention, yet under
constant challenge from internal heterogeneity and pressures to assimilate. The
arrival of Internet technology only intensifies the contestations about the concept
of ‘Asian American community’... As another kind of ‘consensual hallucination’
then, the ‘Asian American community’ exhibits some interesting affinities with
the Internet (xviii).

According to Lee and Wong, the virtual community and the Asian American community
share the following characteristics: both are geographically decentered with fluid,
constantly changing borders, and both are held together by networks of information.

The implicit “virtuality” of Asian America has become more pronounced in
recent years due to several factors. First, as noted in the previous chapter, the definition
of “Asian American” has changed and continues to change, reflecting the arrival of more
immigrants from Southeast Asia since 1975 and the increased visibility of subgroups
such as South Asian and Filipino Americans. Second, with the widespread use of the
Internet, satellite and cable television, and advanced telecommunications systems, the ties
of first generation Asian Americans to their countries of origin can be maintained in ways
that simply were not possible in earlier periods. Meanwhile, Asian Americans born in the
US have more opportunities to forge new ties with the countries of their parents and
grandparents through the same media, as documented in various studies on Asian
American consumption of Asian media."" As Lee and Wong suggest, the political and
rhetorical power of cultural nationalism, which played a significant role in constructions
of Asian American identity during the 1960s and 1970s, seems to be fading in the midst
of such developments (xviii).

Finally, since the mid 1990s, Asian Americans of the PMC have entered the

“forefront of the technological revolution” even as their working-class counterparts

continue to assemble microchips in California and Malaysia. Lee and Wong cite a 2002
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report by the National Telecommunications and the Information Administration and the
Economics and Statistics Administration, which provides the following statistics on
Internet use by different racial groups. In September 2001 computer use rates were
highest for Asian Americans at 71.2 percent, followed by Whites at 70 percent, Blacks at
55.7 percent, and Latinos at 48.8 percent. In 2001 Internet use among Whites and Asian
Americans was equal at 60% compared to use rates for Blacks at 39.8 percent and
Hispanics at 31.6 percent (xv).

As these statistics show, Asian Americans have a different relationship to the
Internet than other non-white groups; rather than being underrepresented in the so called
technological revolution, they clearly are overrepresented. In this capacity Asian
Americans do not fit the role typically assigned to Blacks, Latinos, and American Indians
in media studies discourse as victims of the Digital Divide. At the same time, as Lisa
Nakamura has pointed out, Asians and Asian Americans are not free of racism online. To
the contrary, in cyberspace Asiatic men are depicted through various forms of
yellowface, as emasculated “geeks” or non-human fighting machines and Asiatic women
as infantilized, hyper-sexualized commodities (35-46).

According to Lee and Wong, both kinds of representations — the “high tech”
Orientalism of the cyber-geek and the “low tech” Orientalism of Asian female porn and
Asian Internet mail-order brides — are connected to a general techno-orientalist attitude,

which is common in Internet culture and the virtual technologies associated with it:

high-tech orientalism may have oblique articulations alongside low-tech, residual
forms of racism. For instance, fears of being taken over by Asiatic geek guys
(anxiety over high-tech dominance) may have a relation to the preponderance of
Asian female flesh for sale in the formerly low-tech industry of pornography in its
recombinant high-tech form: cyberporn. Because Sony is taking over the world,
buy America online; better yet, buy Asian women online (xvii).
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In “Orienting Orientalism, or How to Map Cyberspace” Wendy Chun presents a
compelling analysis of this gendered, virtual form of techno-orientalism through her
readings of Gibson’s novel, Neuromancer and Mamoru Oshii’s animated film, Ghost in
the Shell (1995). Before engaging with Chun’s article, it is important to provide some
background on “cyberpunk” as a literary movement as well as the criticism that

accompanied it, especially since her analysis builds on several of these critiques.

CYBERPUNK: AN INTRODUCTION

What is cyberpunk? Where did it come from? And is it still around? A 1989
article in the Whole Earth Review gives the following vivid description of cyberpunk

fiction around the peak of its popularity:

Bill Gibson and other cyberpunk allies ... spin out distinctive scenarios about
gritty, not-too-distant futures made of washed-up computer cowboys, Pacific Rim
mafias, ganja-smoking software hustlers, genetic surgeons, multinational
corporations located in dilapidated city-states, rampant guerilla information
undergrounds, contraband brain implants. ... Undergirding everything are
massive computer networks that keep commerce humming. ... These worlds are
dense, flashy, and texturally vibrant — more like movies than books ... this
science fiction draws less from either science or other fiction than it does from
rock and roll, heavy-metal comic books, and skateboard mags (78).

The term, “cyberpunk,” first appeared in a short story by Bruce Bethke entitled
“Cyberpunk” in 1983 (Featherstone and Burrows 7). Soon thereafter the label began to be
used to refer to a specific group of SF writers who wrote about loner hackers struggling
to survive in a computerized and corporation dominated future.® Cyberpunk fiction

became associated closely with the development of the Internet after the publication of
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Neuromancer in 1984. The novel opens with the following oft-quoted description of

“cyberspace” as a “consensual hallucination” constructed from a “matrix” of data:

A year here and he still dreamed of cyberspace, hope fading nightly. All the speed
he took, all the turns he’d taken and the corners he’d cut in Night City, and still
he’d see the matrix in his sleep, bright lattices of logic unfolding across that
colorless void. ... The Sprawl was a long strange way home over the Pacific now,
and he was no console man, no cyberspace cowboy. Just another hustler, trying to
make it through. But the dreams came on in the Japanese night like livewire
voodoo. ... Case was twenty-four. At twenty-two, he’d been a cowboy, a rustler,
one of the best in the Sprawl. ... He’d operated on an almost permanent
adrenaline high, a byproduct of youth and proficiency, jacked into a custom
cyberspace deck that projected his disembodied consciousness into the consensual
hallucination that was the matrix (Gibson Neuromancer, 4-5).

As many scholars have discussed, this definition of cyberspace became the
popular blueprint for Internet culture and developments in communications technology in
the 1990s. Brooks Landon sums up the relationship when he states that Gibson’s

3

representation of cyberspace in a fictional future “went beyond creating a compelling
fictional world to compelling us to shape our world to its fiction” (119).

Bruce Sterling, a participant and to a large extent, engineer of, the cyberpunk
“movement,” listed as its literary influences 1960s and 1970s New Wave writers such as
Harlan Ellison, Samuel Delany, Michael Moorcock, and J.G. Ballard as well as the
preceding “hard” SF tradition exemplified by H.G. Wells, Larry Niven, Olaf Stapledon,

and others (viii). According to Sterling, cyberpunk fiction is a mixture of SF literary

traditions, 1970s punk sensibility, and 1980s popular media culture:
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The cyberpunks are perhaps the first SF generation to grow up not only within the
literary tradition of science fiction but in a truly science-fictional world. ... Thus,
“cyberpunk™ ... captures something crucial to the work of these writers,
something crucial to the decade as a whole: a new kind of integration. The
overlapping of worlds that were formerly separate: the realm of high tech, and the
modern pop underground (viii-ix).

From the mid 1980s to approximately mid 1990s the “cyberpunks” (most of
whom eschewed the label)® told speculative stories about a post-apocalyptic future
society, which registered in an eerily familiar way to their readers. In Pam Rosenthal’s
words, “The future in the cyberpunk world, no matter how astonishing its technological
detailing, is always shockingly recognizable — it is our world, gotten worse, gotten more
uncomfortable, inhospitable, dangerous, and thrilling” (85). This future is characterized
by the mechanization — and subsequent social and emotional alienation — of human
beings from themselves, others, and their environment. The goal of the cyberpunk hero is
to survive within the huge electronic, multinational network that the world has become
without losing his (or more rarely, her) fundamental sense of self.

Thematically cyberpunk fiction is concerned with what makes human beings
“human.” It considers various aspects of this question, including how we differ from the
higher forms of artificial intelligence that increasingly are becoming a part of our daily
lives; how we distinguish real objects, places and experiences from their copies; and how
the boundaries between human and machine, real and virtual, other and self are being
redrawn. These themes are expressed as much through the formal elements of cyberpunk
as its narrative arcs, and sometimes more So.

Stylistically, cyberpunk fiction draws from the bricolage impulse of British punk
culture, piecing together various genres, historical periods, and cultures to create

denaturalized worlds that feel uncannily old and new, familiar and foreign. Cyberpunk’s
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allusions to and imitation of popular media eventually led to its demise as a literary
enterprise. As Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr. put it, “[ An] interesting question is exactly what
cyberpunk literature can offer that video games, hip-hop, and Rejection Front rock
cannot” (183). The answer apparently was not much more. Yet the same tendencies that
made cyberpunk fiction an untenable paradox by the mid 1990s were precisely what
made its style so conducive to expression in visual media, from video and performance
art to comics, television, and film. In this sense, the cyberpunk movement fit perfectly
into the paradigm of postmodernism, which was beginning to gain popular and academic
cache at the time.™

For instance, in Storming the Reality Studio, an anthology of cyberpunk fiction
and theory, Larry McCaffery links cyberpunk writers such as Gibson, Sterling, and G.A.
Effinger with their contemporaries in postmodern fiction such as Mark Leyner, Kathy
Acker, and Don Delillo. All the authors are concerned with the alienation of the human
subject in a post-capitalist, morally relativist world. According to McCaffery, this
survivalist sense of alienation finds its highest form of expression in the technologically
mediated environments of cyberpunk and contemporary postmodern writing. Like
Sterling, he notes that this generation of writers grew up within the popular media culture
they hyperbolize. In essence, they are the grown-up versions of the ‘“orientalized”

television-watching children that MacLuhan described in the 1960s:

The cyberpunks were the first generation of artists for whom the technologies of
satellite dishes, video and audio players and recorders, computers and video
games ... digital watches, and MTV were not exoticisms, but part of a daily
“reality matrix.” They were also the first generation of writers who were reading
Thomas Pynchon, Ballard, and Burroughs as teenagers, who had grown up
immersed in technology but also in pop culture, in the values and aesthetics of the
counterculture associated with the drug culture, punk rock, video games, Heavy
Metal comic books, and the gore-and-spatter SF/horror films of George Romero,
David Cronenberg, and Ridley Scott (10).
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Cyberpunk was fiction that imitated and aspired toward images and trends in popular
culture. It celebrated formal and cultural hybridity and attempted to erase the divisions
between “high” and “low” cultures, white and non-white spaces. This tendency toward
paradoxical mixture was reflected in the term “cyberpunk” itself, which yoked two

cultural phenomena that on the surface seemed to have little in common.

Cybernetics

As its name suggests, cyberpunk is a fusion of “cybernetics” from the realm of
hard science and “punk music” from that of popular culture. The word “cybernetics,”
derived from the Greek kubernétés, meaning “governor,” is “the theoretical study of
communication and control processes in biological, mechanical, and electronic systems,
especially the comparison of these processes in biological and artificial systems”
(Dictionary.com). The term was coined by Norbert Wiener in 1948 to refer to the actions
and reactions of elements in various forms of artificial systems (Hayles 7). In How We
Became Posthuman N. Kathryn Hayles describes three general “waves” of cybernetics
which I will summarize briefly here.*"

The first phase (1945 to 1960) laid the groundwork for the field of study from
research presented at the Macy Conferences on Cybernetics (1943-1952). Developments
such as Claude Shannon’s theory of information, Warren McCulloch’s model of neurons
as information systems, John von Neumann’s application of biological functions to
computer systems, and Norbert Wiener’s general articulation of cybernetics shaped “a
new way of looking at human beings ... henceforth ... to be seen primarily as
information-processing entities who are essentially similar to intelligent machines” (7).
According to Hayles, the central theme of this first phase of cybernetics was homeostasis

or “the ability of living organisms to maintain steady states when they are buffeted by
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fickle environments” through feedback loops (8); cyberneticists applied the notion of
homeostasis to computers, thereby linking the organic with the inorganic.

The second phase (1960-1980) centered on the concept of reflexivity or “the
movement whereby that which has been used to generate a system is made, through a
changed perspective, to become part of the system it generates” (8). Whereas the first
phase still privileged the human being over the computer through the traditional scientific
perspective, which placed observers outside the system being observed, the boundaries
between inside and outside, object and subject, computer and human, began to blur in the
second phase. As Hayles puts it, “The objectivist view sees information flowing from the
system to the observers, but feedback can also loop through the observers, drawing them
in to become part of the system being observed” (9).

Scientists in this period redefined Wiener’s paradigm by taking into consideration
the role of the observer as participant. The result was “autopoiesis,” a model proposed by
Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela in 1980, which maintained that “systems are
informationally closed,” i.e. the functions and goals of biological and synthetic organisms
are not related to their environment but rather only to the reproduction of their own
internal structures (10). Hayles sums up the central idea of autopoeisis thus: “no
information crosses the boundary separating the system from its environment. We do not
see a world ‘out there’ that exists apart from us. Rather, we see only what our systemic
organization allows us to see” (11).

Finally, the third phase of cybernetics (1980s to present) draws from
emergentism, which states that organisms are capable of self-evolution, in order to
develop the notion of virtuality. Virtuality extends the autopoietic premise that the aim of
systems is to reproduce their internal structures by proposing that systems also change

and grow, much like living organisms. According to Hayles, the emphasis on virtual
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organisms and experiences appeared “when self-organization began to be understood not
merely as the (re)production of internal organization but as the springboard to emergence.
... The intent is to evolve the capacity to evolve” (11).

The paradigm of cybernetics associated with the third phase has led to
controversial contemporary debates around the nature of “life” itself. As Hayles notes,
researchers have argued that information systems can be considered “life forms” since
they are capable not only of reproducing themselves but of evolving and producing new

99 ¢¢

systems (11). Concepts such as “cyberspace,” “artificial intelligence” and “virtual reality”
are related to this current phase of cybernetics. They delineate a possible future (and for
some such as Sandy Stone, Jean Baudrillard, and Stelarc, an immediate present) in which

our lives have become so mediated that simulations of experiences cannot be

distinguished from the original experiences themselves.

Punk

Punk, the second part of the term “cyberpunk,” was a musical form, style, and
culture that originated in the early 1970s among New York bands such as the New York
Dolls, the Velvet Underground, and The Stooges. Dave Laing in One Chord Wonders
states that these groups were linked musically in their stress on “directness and repetition
(to use more than three chords was self-indulgence) at the expense of technical
virtuosity” (12). The term “punk” first appeared in music fanzines; punks borrowed the
form from science fiction fans who first made and circulated fanzines in the 1950s (14).
A few years later, punk emerged in England among working class urban youth, who
idolized bands such as the Sex Pistols, The Clash, and Joy Division. According to Laing,
US and British versions of punk had in common their antagonism toward the status quo

in popular music, which at the time, consisted of pop and progressive rock — both,
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musical genres that required access to expensive equipment and recording studios. While
US punks limited their activities to circulating fanzines, their British counterparts went

further as Laing describes below:

Schematically, its (British punk’s) hostility to the mainstream in the music scene
took three major forms: the ‘do it yourself™ attitude which refused to rely on the
institutions of the established music industry, whether record companies or music
press; a challenge to the orthodoxy of ‘artistic excellence’ in punk’s choice of
musical style; and the aggressive injection of new subject-matter into the lyrics of
popular songs, some of which broke existing taboos (14).

Dick Hebdige discusses the punk “do it yourself” attitude in Subculture: The
Meaning of Style as a form of cultural bricolage. According to Hebdige, punks
redeployed signifiers from popular culture to critique consumer capitalism and the values
of dominant culture. Underlying this critique was the punks’ appropriation of black
musics and cultures, specifically West Indian reggae and the Rastafarian culture
associated with reggae (151). As Asian American scholars have begun to observe and as
this project endeavors to show, cyberpunk likewise draws heavily from non-western
cultures to construct its urban backdrops.

Like punk, cyberpunk was (and continues to be) characterized by an adolescent,
primarily masculine posturing, which self-consciously articulates a defiant attitude
toward established social institutions.*™ In the case of punk, that stylized defiance had
roots in the political discontent of a marginal group, namely working class and
unemployed British youth. Once punk was incorporated into dominant culture — and
metamorphosed into “New Wave” — its initial political messages were lost or
reinterpreted by the very audiences that had been the object of its critique. One finds a

similar development in the trajectory of hip hop from its roots as a musical subculture
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begun by poor black and Latino youth in 1970s Bronx to a global media enterprise in the
present as Tricia Rose (1994), William Eric Perkins (1996), and S. Craig Watkins (1998)
have discussed.

In contrast to these musical subcultures, cyberpunk did not emerge from within a
marginalized or oppressed group. Rather, using already commodified punk aesthetics and
attitudes, cyberpunk repackaged and sold hitherto stigmatized “computer nerd” culture as
glamorous hacker subculture to disenchanted, mostly white North American adolescent
males. The political thrust of cyberpunk was similar to that of the pioneer Internet
community prior to the birth of the commercial World Wide Web in 1994: both
communities consisted primarily of privileged white liberals who were optimistic about
the potential for new technologies to build “freer” communities. In this sense, they
hearkened back to past youth movements, especially the countercultural movement which
fetishized psychedelic drugs as a means for stretching social and mental boundaries.
According to Timothy Leary, a leading figure of 1960s drug culture who later became
active in the cybernetics community, both movements had similar philosophies and goals,
with the computer assuming the role in the 1980s and 1990s that LSD had played in the

1960s (“Personal Computers/Personal Freedom”).

Critiques of Cyberpunk

Along with inspiring almost religious fervor in certain quarters, the cyberpunk
movement also inevitably brought its share of criticism. For most critics, this fiction
reiterated and glorified middle-class, white masculinist attitudes. For instance, in Strange
Weather Andrew Ross discusses the racial and class privilege of cyberpunks. He argues
that both commodified punk music and cyberpunk fiction appropriate non-white cultures,

specifically images of the black inner city, to delineate an exciting and dangerous future
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for white suburban male youth. For Ross, the political impulse behind this appropriation

reproduces the values of dominant culture that punk and cyberpunk supposedly oppose:

In the wake of punk culture’s brilliant anti-utopian influence ... the entropic, post-
apocalyptic, ragtrade look ... had its moment in high art-fashion, before coming
to prevail over hundreds of heavy metal music videos that cast predominantly
white rock stars as rebel survivors in trashed-out urban backdrops. These
backdrops were presented as futuristic, although their existing prototype could be
found in any inner-city environment, populated for the most part by non-whites
This urban fantasy, however countercultural its claims and potential effects,
shared the dominant, white middle-class conception of inner-city life. In this
respect, the suburban romance of punk, and, subsequently of cyberpunk,
fashioned a culture of alienation out of their parents’ worst fears about life on the
mean streets (144, 146).

Likewise Darko Suvin considers the demographics of cyberpunk producers and fans in
his commentary on the political reach and potential duration of the movement, which he

correctly predicted would be brief:

Based on both external and internal evidence, I would speculate that cyberpunk sf
is representative for the structure of feeling of an important but certainly not all-
inclusive international social group ... this is some fractions of the youth culture
in the affluent North of our globe. More particularly, cyberpunk is correlative to
the technicians and artists associated with the new communication media, and to
the young who aspire to such a status. ... Now this group is widespread,
international, and significant beyond its numbers as cutting edge. However, it is
certainly a small, single-digit percentage even of the youth of 15-30 years’ age
group, even in the affluent North (49).

Building on these critiques, Nicola Nixon provides an astute analysis of the
gender dynamics in cyberpunk, focusing on the relationship between the constructed
masculinity of the console cowboys and the feminized spaces of cyberspace or the

“matrix,” which they try to penetrate. Nixon sees cyberpunk fiction as a conservative
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reaction by young male writers to 1970s radical feminist SF fiction by authors such as
Ursula Le Guin, Joanna Russ, and Suzy McKee Charnas. This fiction, in its depiction of
all-female utopias, in turn had been responding to the sexist undertones of previous
“hard” SF in which women are reduced to the role of Madonna or whore — a dichotomous
pattern both boring and frightening in its persistence. In the 1980s utopic feminist SF
gave way to work by women writers such as Margaret Atwood, Zoé¢ Fairbairns, and
Pamela Sargent. While this fiction also critiqued the male-dominated worlds of science
fiction, it did so through representations of horrifying female dystopias (219-220).

Nixon points out that writers and commentators of cyberpunk fiction omit both
utopic 1970s and dystopic 1980s women-centered science fiction in their reconstructions
of the SF canon (220). She sees the omission as part of a general dismissal of
independent female presence in cyberpunk fiction and as the Oedipal desire of male
cyberpunk writers to overthrow their predecessors in the genre, the SF “fathers” of the
1970s New Wave (220). According to Nixon, the “revolutionary” impulse behind
cyberpunk stems not so much from a political critique of technology and post-industrial
capitalism as it does from a need on the part of a new generation of male SF writers to
distinguish themselves from the previous generation.

The technical proficiency of the protagonists in cyberpunk plays an important role
in marking that distinction. This proficiency is based on the uneven power relationship
between the individual, masculinized West represented by the cyberpunk cowboy, and
the collective feminized East represented by the Japanese. Nixon describes the

relationship thus:
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Cyberpunk’s fascination with and energetic figuration of technology represents
the American cowboy as simultaneously embattled and empowered. ... In effect,
the exceptionally talented, very masculine hero of cyberpunk, with specially
modified (Americanized) Japanese equipment, can beat the Japanese at their own
game, pitting his powerful individualism against the collective, domesticated,
feminized, and therefore impenetrable and almost unassailable Japanese “family”
corporations (225).

At this point, I would like to return to Wendy Chun’s analysis of Orientalism in
cyberpunk to which I referred in the previous section. Chun connects and extends
Nixon’s points when she takes into account the racialization of cyberspace. She draws a
brilliant link between cyberspace and the Orient when she notes that both are “a literary
invention” (9). Similar to the ways in which written orientalist texts have authorized as
truth Western fantasies and myths about Asian cultures and peoples, cyberspace and
cyberpunk fictions of cyberspace project a virtual futuristic fantasy of Asia for Western
readers and computer users. Like Nixon, Chun sees cyberspace as feminized. At the same

time, she also sees it as distinctly orientalized:

Cyberspace in Neuromancer is not a US frontier and good old American cowboys
cannot survive without things Japanese. First, cowboys cannot access cyberspace
without Japanese equipment. Second, cyberspace is still marked by Asian
trademarks and corporations. However, cyberspace — unlike the physical
landscape — can be conquered and made to submit: entering cyberspace is
analogous to opening up the Orient (14)

However, as Sharon Stockton suggests, the relationship between the console
cowboy and orientalized cyberspace is not simply one between rapist and raped, subject
and object. According to Stockton, “the problem for the cyberhero is potentially that the
binary between knower and known might break down and that this instability might

disintegrate the powerful status of the identity constructed through mythologized
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projection into the virgin — or at least passive — plane of cyberspace” (592). Chun
likewise points to the complexity of the protagonist’s relationship to cyberspace when she
states, “high-tech orientalism allows one to enjoy anxieties about Western impotence. It
allows one, as Gibson puts it, “to try to come to terms with the awe and terror inspired in
me by the world in which we live. That is, ecstasy does not obliterate impotence, but
rather allows one to make do with it” (15).

In the above passage Chun describes the potential for the matrix to overwhelm the
protagonist in terms that are not wholly negative. However, she does not explore further
the dynamics of the cyberhero’s willing submersion into the simultaneously terrifying
and exciting otherness of cyberspace. What Chun leaves unexamined is the relationship
between the western male desire for an orientalized cyberspace and a less explicit, though
perhaps more perverse and unthinkable desire on the part of the white male hacker to
become part of that space. That desire -- which stems as much from fascination and the
potential for connection with the Other as from fear and the need to distance from it --
appears alongside orientalist paranoia of East Asia. It is expressed abstractly in fiction
through language and more concretely in cinema through images. Here then I will turn to
the last section of this chapter, which outlines a general framework for what I have been

calling “cyberpunk cinema.”

“CYBERPUNK CINEMA”

In his last article for Interzone in 1991, Bruce Sterling announced the demise of

the cyberpunk movement, which by then had become thoroughly commodified:
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Today it must be admitted that the cyberpunks — sf veterans in or near their
forties, patiently refining their craft and cashing their royalty checks — are no
longer a Bohemian underground. ... Respectability does not merely beckon: it
actively envelops ... the issues at stake become something horribly akin to the
standard concerns of middle-aged responsibility. And this may be splendid but it
is not war. ... Cyberpunk is simply not there anymore (40-41).

Sterling made it clear, however, that while cyberpunk as a specific literary movement
might have come to an end, the notion of “cybernetic Bohemia” that had suffused the
movement predated it and would continue in the future (41). In fact he closes the article
with a kind of “call of arms” to the future cyberpunks of the 1990s — a call that on the
literary front was answered in 1992 by Neal Stephenson with Snow Crash and on the
cinematic one in 1999 by the Wachowski brothers.

A year after Sterling’s article, Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr. in a similar vein,
suggested looking at cyberpunk not as a specific, period-based literary movement but
rather as a general aesthetic or style of which that movement was a part. I quote Csicsery-
Ronay’s proposal below since it provides the base for my definition of cyberpunk

cinema:

I suggest, then, that we think of cyberpunk not as a movement in the US and
Japanese SF trade, but as a more encompassing aesthetic — as it is embodied by
Gibson and certain other postmodern artists. Viewed like this, cyberpunk is a
legitimate international artistic style, with profound philosophical and aesthetic
premises. It has already produced a body of significant work in literature
(Gibson’s novels) and especially in film: Ridley Scott’s Alien (1979) and Blade
Runner (1982), Robocop (1987), and Cronenberg’s Videodrome (1983) (185).

In 1992 Brooks Landon also noted cyberpunk elements in certain SF films from
the early 1980s to the present. Specifically, he draws stylistic ties between Neuromancer

and two Hollywood films that were released before the novel: Blade Runner and Tron
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(Lisberger), which both bowed in 1982. Landon points out that the vision of the future in
these films and in cyberpunk fiction looks quite similar. He describes the relationship in
the following way: “While the future presented in most cyberpunk stories may not be
directly derived from or influenced by contemporary SF film, many of its distinctive
elements have been anticipated by film and video alike” (122).

Along with Tron and Blade Runner, Landon includes the following SF films in a
list of visual media, which he sees as having thematic and stylistic affinities with
cyberpunk fiction: 4 Clockwork Orange (Kubrick 1971), the Mad Max films (Miller
1979, 1981, 1985), Scanners (Cronenberg 1981), Escape from New York, Liquid Sky
(Tsukerman 1982), Repo Man (Cox 1984), Brazil (1985), Running Man (Glaser 1987),
and the Terminator movies (Cameron 1984, 1991). Many of these films such as Liquid
Sky and Repo Man were small, low-budget features that became underground cult
classics through alternate viewing venues and practices, namely late night and cable
television and videotape rentals. Drawing from Csicsery-Ronay Jr.’s notion of cyberpunk
as an international aesthetic, I use the modifer “cyberpunk” to describe the films listed by
Landon and other SF film that have similar themes and motifs. Earlier in my Introduction
I defined cyberpunk cinema as a subgenre of dystopic science fiction film. I will expand
on that definition here.

Vivian Sobchack opens Screening Space, her seminal study of US science fiction
cinema, by discussing the difficulties in establishing a definition for the science fiction
genre. She notes that defining the SF film is more difficult than defining SF fiction since
the former has been held in generally low esteem by purist SF critics. According to
Sobchack, such critics historically have looked down on the majority of SF films, from
1950s low-budget B films to 1980s blockbusters, for the following reasons: their

explicitly commodified nature, their targeting of children and adolescents as primary
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audiences, and their popular translation of SF concepts into spectacular and sometimes
reductive forms for the cinematic medium (17-26).

Somewhat defensively, Sobchack emphasizes that the release of 2001: A Space
Odyssey and subsequent “serious” SF films proved the ability of this film genre to
address adult as well as youth audiences (26). She then goes on to discuss at length the
differences and similarities between horror and science fiction films, focusing on the
“creature” SF films of the 1950s, which have proven hard to categorize in either genre. In
the end, she contends that the very elements which make SF cinema difficult to pin down
as a genre are precisely what give it its continued appeal (63).

In “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre” Rick Altman suggests a way
to look at film genres that takes into account their hybridity and mutability—traits posited
by Sobchack as both precluding a fixed definition of the SF film and giving the genre its
continued cultural currency. Altman begins by noting the contradictions in existing genre
theory and then goes on to show how a synthesis of historical and formal approaches can
begin to address those contradictions. According to Altman, different canons have
formed based on different ways of defining a genre. The first is the “inclusive” or
semantic approach, which categorizes films as part of a genre based on common
characteristics such as camera shots, sets, and props. The second is the “exclusive” or
syntactic approach, which does the same based on how well certain films express those
characteristics in representing that genre. From these methodologies, two seemingly
opposed approaches to film genre emerged in the 1970s. The first was the “ritual
approach,” exemplified by John Cawelti, Michael Wood, Frank McConnell, and Tom
Schatz, which centered on how genres expressed the societal desires of changing
audiences. The second was the “ideological approach,” exemplified by work in the

journals, Cahiers du Cinema, Screen, and Jump Cut, which took a Frankfurt School
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stance toward popular media in its assumption of audiences as passive dupes of
Hollywood (26-30).

Altman’s approach to the study of film genres stresses the points of intersection
between these superficially opposed critical modes by showing how Hollywood genres
function as sites of negotiation between the changing social desires of the audience and

the ideological needs and constraints of Hollywood:

If it takes a long time to establish a generic syntax and if many seemingly
promising formulas or successful films never spawn a genre, it is because only
certain types of structure, within a particular semantic environment, are suited to
the special bilingualism required of a durable genre. ... Hollywood does not
simply lend its voice to the public’s desires, nor does it simply manipulate the
audience. On the contrary, most genres go through a period of accommodation
during which the public’s desires are fitted to Hollywood’s priorities (and vice-
versa). Because the public doesn’t want to know that it is being manipulated, the
successful ritual/ideological “fit” is almost always one that disguises Hollywood’s
potential for manipulation while playing up its capacity for entertainment.
Whenever a lasting fit is obtained ... it is because a common ground has been
found, a region where the audience’s ritual values coincide with Hollywood’s
ideological ones (36).

My contention is that since the early 1980s, cyberpunk films have emerged as a
viable subgenre of SF cinema in that they embody this “fit” between ritual (social) and
ideological (industrial) needs. Before going on to describe this subgenre, I would like to
make it clear that while issues of genre and aesthetics structure this dissertation, I am not
interested in making an argument for the importance of cyberpunk cinema along
prominently formal lines. Scott Bukatman already has done this in Terminal Identity, his
comprehensive study of cyberpunk influence in film and video. Unlike Bukatman, I focus
not so much on the general aesthetic and narrative characteristics of these films as on the

specific ways in which their oriental tropes and imagery relate to social and cultural
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representations of East Asia and Asian America in the United States. As far as I am
aware, the phrase “cyberpunk cinema” has not been used as a descriptive generic term in
Film and Media Studies. However, this does not mean that the concept of cyberpunk
cinema is new or original. Previous studies of SF cinema — again by Bukatman, Landon,
and Sobchack — have addressed the formal characteristics of films that I am calling
cyberpunk. What I present here is a consolidated list of some of these characteristics as a
necessary starting point for my analyses of oriental imagery in Blade Runner and The
Matrix, which follow in the next several chapters.

Under the cyberpunk film subgenre then, I include futuristic SF films from the
1980s to the present that emphasize the darker and often more ambivalent aspects of
cybernetics technologies — films such as Blade Runner, Videodrome, The Matrix,
eXistenZ, and Artificial Intelligence: Al (Spielberg 2001). I do not include in this
category all movies that showcase computers, robotics, or virtual technologies. For
example, I do not consider films such as Short Circuit (Badham 1986), Jurassic Park
(Spielberg 1993), The Net (Winkler 1995), and The Truman Show (Weir 1998)
“cyberpunk” in this study. While they deal with some themes of cybernetics, these films
neither contain nor reference tropes associated specifically with cyberpunk culture such
as the hacker underground and the technologized city. Furthermore, they do not exhibit
the dark, sometimes playfully ironic and at other times rather oppressive, tone
characteristic of cyberpunk cinema, which derives largely from the film noir and to some
extent, horror genres.

Part Two looks at the relationship between film noir and cyberpunk cinema in
more detail. I have not chosen to discuss the connections between horror and cyberpunk
for the following reasons. Horror has some affinities with cyberpunk specifically and

science fiction generally. In particular, SF films such as the Alien series, Dreamscape,
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The Lawnmower Man (Leonard 1992), and 28 Days Later (Boyle 2003) contain many
characteristic traits of the horror genre from narrative timing, editing, and music to the
representation of the alien, cyborg, or other human-technology hybrid as the monster
figure. Blade Runner and The Matrix also contain elements of horror, most notably in the
dark, rainy settings, pacing, and camera work in certain scenes: for example, the climatic
sequence in Blade Runner beginning with Roy Batty’s murder of Tyrell to his pursuit of
Deckard and in The Matrix the sequence beginning with Neo being taken to meet
Morpheus to his awakening in the Matrix. However, for the most part, neither of these
films continues to display those elements consistently throughout their narratives.

Furthermore, the central films of this study do not display, except as cosmetic
accents, the Gothic influences that characterize some cyberpunk films and that constitute
the roots of the horror genre in literature and film (Bunnell 79-100). Instead Blade
Runner and The Matrix, like most cyberpunk films, fall more closely under the category
of traditional SF. Whereas horror seeks to elicit strong visceral and emotional responses
from the audience such as pity, fear, and/or disgust toward the Other, the Other of
cyberpunk cinema functions more often as an object to be observed with curious,
intellectual detachment. The shock never wears off in horror films because the camera
keeps us empathizing with the creature’s victims or the creature itself, whereas in
cyberpunk films, the shock wears off quickly. It is primarily this sense of audience
detachment, reinforced by distanced camera movement and character treatment that
distinguishes science fiction from horror according to Sobchack (32-43).

Along with the visual tropes and the tone described by Csicsery-Ronay and
Landon, films that I am calling “cyberpunk cinema” possess the following formal and
narrative characteristics. To begin with, they are set in a futuristic city in which new and

old technologies play a vital role in human navigation, interaction, and survival. They
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feature an often cynical young, male anti-hero who feels vaguely discontent and
dislocated in this environment but finds himself trapped within it. The mise-en-scene of
cyberpunk films contains a large number of mirrors and screens which constantly force
the viewer and the characters to contemplate, both consciously and unconsciously, the
relationship between appearance and reality. The reproduction of simulacra that results
from these reflective surfaces intensifies the feeling of entrapment within the mediated
space of the cyberpunk city. This image saturation also renders almost impossible one’s
ability to distinguish the original from its copy or copies — the real from the artificial, the
human from the machine.

Given this confusing state of affairs, the antagonists in cyberpunk cinema are hard
to locate and identify. Rather than aliens coming from outer space, they are usually
creatures that have been constructed by human beings and have emerged from within our
own heavily technologized societies and bodies. Indeed what makes the “other” in
cyberpunk cinema so terrifying and dangerous is its ability to pass as human, an ability
which puts into question our own humanity — a point to which I will return throughout the
dissertation. Finally, cyberpunk films strike a paradoxical and highly ambivalent pose
with regards to the relationship between technology and human beings. At the same time
that human beings rely on and to a large extent, already possess many qualities that are
characteristic of the machines in these films, technology consistently is represented as the

necessary, othered object to the human subject.

CYBERPUNK CINEMA AND POSTMODERN HOLLYWOOD

Cyberpunk cinema, as described above, falls under the “postfuturist” category of
SF cinema which Sobchack describes as a shift from a cultural preoccupation with outer

space to an obsession with inner space (254). According to Sobchack, earlier SF films in
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which the boundaries between the alien other and the human protagonist were clearly
delineated gave way to films in which those boundaries became more blurred, following
the release of Star Wars in 1977. She states that unlike previous SF movies which
emphasize the ‘“newness” of technology, contemporary ones instead celebrate its

familiarity:

the contemporary SF film’s predominant emphasis is on mapping not the
fearsome and awesome ‘newness’ of the new technology, but rather its awesome
and wondrous familiarity. The films no longer symbolically figure the alien-
nation generated by a ‘whole new economic world system’ but rather our
incorporation of that new system and our absorption by it (252).

This blurring of inside and outside has become even more pronounced in
cyberpunk cinema from the mid 1990s to the present as Hollywood cinema generally has
grown more explicitly “postmodern,” reflecting the increasingly mediated landscape of
US culture and the incorporation of new digital technologies in film production. Films of
this period, including Pulp Fiction (Tarantino 1994), Memento (Nolan 2000), Shrek
(Adamson 2001), and Moulin Rouge (Luhrmann 2001), aggressively exhibit the
following traits which define the postmodern aesthetic, namely the breakdown of the
classical Aristotelian narrative, the privileging of style and spectacle over content, and a
collapse of time and space that results from the relentless scavenging and recombination
of cultural signifiers following Fredric Jameson and others.

Cyberpunk cinema has always foregrounded those traits. Given its inherently
“postmodern” nature, along with social and industrial developments such as the
incorporation of the Internet and the success of the film series, Robocop and Terminator,
it is not surprising that cyberpunk styles and themes began appearing regularly in high

budget Hollywood films during the 1990s. By the mid 1990s such films had earned a new
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label in the popular press: “cyber cinema.” Like their 1980s counterparts, many of these
films strongly resembled cyberpunk fiction. For example, Christopher Sharrett’s
description of “cyber cinema” in a 1995 USA Today article presents an image of the

future that could have been lifted from the pages of Neuromancer:

the new techno dystopia often is intended to be not dissimilar to the world we
now inhabit. ... The centrality of the computer to a film’s action has become
rather passC (sic), taking a back seat to motion pictures’ larger preoccupation
with virtual reality and the all-encompassing aspect of cyberspace. In many
respects, this theme is directly adjacent to the portrayal of the city as corporate
citadel surrounded by slums and miles of blighted wasteland, saturated with a
media circus that blends fact and fantasy into a phantasmagorical sandwich (86).

While certain traits remain consistent in cyberpunk cinema from the 1980s to the
present as Sharrett’s description suggests, other elements of these films have changed
along with their social, cultural, and industrial contexts. A brief comparison, for instance,
of Brazil and Minority Report demonstrates this point. Both films follow the cyberpunk
subgenre formula as outlined above: they are set in futuristic societies replete with
technology; the protagonists are trapped in an overwhelming bureaucratic network of
which they grow to realize they are an insignificant and expendable part; and in the end,
both protagonists escape that system — the first through fantasy and death and the second
through legal justice.

While the narrative arcs are somewhat similar, however, the films /look
extraordinarily different, a difference related to the changing function of and attitudes
toward technology in US society and cinema. Like many 1980s cyberpunk films, Brazil
exhibits an analog mode of technology with its display of older typewriters, televisions,
battered cars and tanks, and sundry mechanical gadgets. This is in stark contrast to

Minority Report which, like most contemporary cyberpunk films, sports a slicker, digital
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look thanks to the now almost mandatory use of CGI effects and digital editing in the SF
and fantasy genres specifically and Hollywood blockbusters generally. Cyberpunk films
from the early to mid 1990s such as The Lawnmower Man (Leonard 1992) and Johnny
Mnemonic (Longo 1995) presaged this development in the analog special effects that they
used to represent virtual spaces. Such effects were striving for the technologically “cool”
feel of computer graphics which became possible only with the advent of digital film and
editing.

Ironically, however, since the shift to more digitally rendered spaces and bodies in
cyberpunk cinema, the major thematic preoccupation of cyberpunk — namely the
ambiguous relationship between the real and the image — has, in many ways, ceased to
surprise or provoke. The question of what is real or not has become moot; when it arises
in the narrative, it is undermined the visuals. The screen actualization of the technical
possibilities toward which 1980s cyberpunk strived appears to have moved this SF

subgenre from the realm of futuristic fantasy into that of the almost quotidien.

CONCLUSION

As dismal futuristic visions become more and more indistinguishable from the
present world, categories of race and ethnicity are being redefined in ways that emphasize
some histories while erasing others. In this chapter I discussed the significant role that a
white liberal penchant for multicultural images has played in the development of the
cyberpunk aesthetic. From the consistent presence of Japanese language, bodies, and
architecture in Gibson’s novels to the exhibition of non-white bodies and spaces in films
such as Alien, Demolition Man, Hackers, and Judge Dredd, racial others have provided
the necessary backdrop for visions of a technologized future in which traditional social

boundaries have dissolved or always are on the verge of dissolving. In particular oriental
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tropes became a fixed characteristic of cyberpunk narratives during the formative period
of cyberpunk cinema from the early 1980s to the mid 1990s.

Since approximately 1995, however, one can see a distinct shift in cyberpunk
cinema, not only visually, in the sleeker, digital look of the films, but also ideologically,
in its increased incorporation of non-white bodies and styles in the primary narratives and
the foreground. Whereas most protagonists in 1980s cyberpunk films were male and
white, a few protagonists since the mid 1990s have begun to expand this description of
the technologically proficient hero. For instance, men of color play central roles in the
cyberpunk films Johnny Mnemonic, Blade (Norrington 1998), and The One (Wong 2001)
and white women in Tank Girl (Talalay 1995), Lara Croft: Tomb Raider, and Resident
Evil (Anderson 2002).

Amidst these developments, oriental tropes (Asian things and bodies as
background separate from the primary narrative) have been joined by oriental styles
(Asian things and bodies as foreground connected to the primary narrative). In the past
ten years, as cyberpunk attitudes and aesthetics became more socially entrenched in the
US, Asian along with other “ethnic” images and products gained more cultural cache. In
particular, as I will discuss in Chapter Five, Japanese animation and martial arts films
developed strong US youth followings in dominant popular culture during this period.
According to Darrell Hamamoto, the growing visibility of oriental styles in American
popular culture continues the imperialist legacy of Orientalism:

The fetishization of all things Asian in popular culture — owing in part to the rise
of Hong Kong cinema ... the ubiquity of female Asian American television-news
anchors and fashion models ... Asian food fadism ... and the acceptance by
young people of such imports as anime — seemingly has neutralized the more
virulent manifestations of Asiaphobia. Whereas ‘Orientalist’ discourse in cinema
once helped mobilize and sustain support for US and European imperium in the
Near East and Asia, Asiaphilia is a deceptively benign ideological construct that
naturalizes and justifies the systematic appropriation of cultural property and
expressive forms created by Yellow people (12).
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Hamamoto defines Asiaphilia incontrovertibly here as a form of cultural
appropriation. While this is true in some cases, it is not true in all. What is currently
happening with regards to the popularity of East Asian cultural forms in the US cannot be
explained as just another form of cultural imperialism. That is simply too easy. This kind
of interpretation fails to acknowledge the points of connections that inevitably are forged
between East and West through the mutual production and consumption of oriental tropes
and styles. More importantly, Hamamoto’s view and others like it do not take into
account the fact that cultural identities and communities constantly are being negotiated
and reconstructed, nor do they acknowledge the significant role that popular media play
in our continued reformulations of self and other.

At the same time, the specter of cultural appropriation cannot help but haunt the
techno-orientalist imagery of Hollywood cyberpunk cinema since US cinema continues
to dominate the world market, economically and ideologically. How then can we address
cultural appropriation even as we stay open to the possibility of cultural appreciation and
collaboration in the continued production of these images? In the following chapters, I
grapple with this question in my readings of Blade Runner and The Matrix, two films that
for most US viewers define cyberpunk cinema from the 1980s and 1990s, respectively.
By analyzing differences and similarities in the oriental imagery of these films, I hope to
show how techno-orientalism in cyberpunk cinema has influenced and continues to
influence the ambivalent ways in which we regard racial and cultural difference,

especially as such difference is expressed in the Oriental and Technological Other.
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Chapter Three

Blade Runner and the Beginnings of Hollywood Cyberpunk

The film is a tongue-in-cheek idea of what could actually happen if the replicant industry
becomes a large conglomerate, a monopoly. ... To do a film like this you can choose to
go in one of two directions. You can choose to do a film which is about genetics and
genetic engineering, which is a very serious subject. ... But we decided not to do that
kind of movie.

-- Ridley Scott*"

INTRODUCTION

It begins in a hazy blue interrogation room, faint streaks of light entering through
Venetian blinds. The examiner smokes a cigarette as he throws psychological questions
at his wide-eyed but otherwise inexpressive subject. The subject grows noticeably more
nervous. His responses become shorter and jerkier until he is asked to talk about his
mother, at which point he stands up and shoots the interrogator. The blast from the bullet
violently hurls the still seated interrogator against the wall.

The camera cuts to a bird’s eye view of a futuristic city at night which bellows
smoke and glitters with neon lights. Futuristic flying cars shoot out at us while
otherworldly Eastern music, accented with Tayo drums and chimes, plays in the
background. After displaying a translucent image of an oversized, unblinking eye, the
camera hones in on two spectacular displays — the first, a golden corporate pyramid
which resembles an ancient Mayan temple, and the second, a large electronic billboard
which alternates the image of a seductively smiling geisha with that of a Coca Cola

bottle.
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This evocative opening of Blade Runner has been cited widely as the
quintessential vision of the urban future since its appearance in the 1980s. Its
juxtaposition of film noir elements, the not-quite-human subject, and lush, techno-
orientalist imagery also introduce the terms for my own critical narrative on Blade
Runner which unfolds in this chapter and the next.

My discussion of the relationship between the representation of racial and
gendered others and the depiction of urban dystopia in this seminal cyberpunk film
begins with an overview of its industrial and critical history, specifically with an outline
of the adaptation, pre-production, and production processes involved in the making of the
film. I take this point of departure because while many academics have written
exhaustively about Blade Runner, few have examined its industrial background which
contains some crucial keys for understanding how the film operates as a cultural
product.®™ Next, I consider the connections between the initial negative reception of the
film and its later revised status in academic and art circles as a vanguard, so-called
“postmodern” work. The chapter ends with a look at how scholars have handled the
film’s treatment of racial difference generally and East Asian difference specifically. In
addressing these various production and reception contexts, this chapter provides the
industrial, historical, and critical groundwork for my analysis in the next chapter which
centers on the question of why East Asian imagery looms so largely in the city spaces of

Blade Runner.

ADAPTATION

Since its release in theaters over twenty years ago, Ridley Scott’s film has become
a Hollywood staple and a cult classic, not just among science fiction fans but among

many members of the North American intelligentsia as well. The film has spawned a
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huge fandom as shown by a recent search for websites on Blade Runner material, which
returned approximately 290,000 hits.™ Crafted by art-school trained director Scott,
industrial designer Syd Mead, production designer Lawrence Paull, and special effects
expert Douglas Trumbull, the “look” of Blade Runner has been adopted as the template
for the futuristic city in Hollywood cinema, Japanese animation, videogames, cyberpunk
fiction, and underground comics. Along with the film’s aesthetic influences, its
cybernetic themes — like those of William Gibson’s novel Neuromancer — often are cited
to show how science fiction more and more is helping to shape science fact.

The film was based roughly on the 1968 novel Do Androids Dream of Electric
Sheep by Philip K. Dick. Cited as a major influence by contemporary cyberpunk writers,
Philip Dick’s work can be seen as proto-cyberpunk in its futuristic delineation of
twentieth century phenomena such as the rise of commodity culture, the depletion of
natural resources, overpopulation, and the increasing class divide. Dick critiques these
current social problems through the gritty futuristic stories of alienated male protagonists
who try, often in vain, to distinguish reality from fantasy as they sludge along in harsh,
neon-suffused cities.

The paranoia experienced by these characters was not unfamiliar to the writer,
who in the 1960s, tore through three marriages and consumed vast amounts of
amphetamines to increase his literary output. The drug regimen worked up to a point. In
total Dick produced thirty three novels, several of which since have been optioned or
produced as Hollywood films, including Blade Runner, Total Recall (Verhoeven 1990),
Screamers (Duguay 1995), Impostor (Fleder 2002), Minority Report, and Paycheck (Woo
2004).XVii Along the way, he garnered much praise from the science fiction world,
winning the prestigious Hugo Award in 1962 for The Man in the High Castle and the
John W. Campbell Memorial Award in 1974 for Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said. He
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also gained a strong fan base in the American counterculture during the late 1960s and
1970s with psychedelic novels such as The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch and Ubik.

However, Dick’s speed habit eventually took a toll on his mental health. Frequent
nervous breakdowns, deteriorating physical health and abandonment by his fourth wife in
1970 plunged the writer into a drug and alcohol low from which he did not recover until
1974 when he allegedly began experiencing mystical visions. Convinced he had been
touched by God, Dick earnestly began to study religion and philosophy and cleaned up
his personal life. At the time of his death in 1982 (right before the opening of Blade
Runner), Dick’s work was heavily acclaimed throughout the US and Europe (Hayles 160-
163). Since then his fame has increased with the rapid integration of cyberpunk
sensibilities in popular culture. In the past few years, retrospectives of Dick’s life and
work have appeared in The New York Times and The New Republic; his autobiography
Valis has been turned into an opera; and high end publishers Ballantine Books and
Gollancz have reissued his books. Once relegated to the pulp shelves, Dick’s work is now
being taught as part of the American literary canon. Indeed, Maus author Art Spiegelman
has summed up the extent of Dick’s posthumous influence thus: “What Franz Kafka was
to the first half of the 20" century Philip Dick is to the second half” (Corliss 63).

The strong relevance of Dick’s idiosyncratic vision in the 21% century is best
demonstrated by his continued popularity in Hollywood. Since the release of Blade
Runner, his work has become a favorite for those seeking material to adapt into the SF
action genre (Bzdek). Along with the aforementioned adaptations, two of Dick’s stories
are in development at the time of this writing: “A Scanner Darkly” (Richard Linklater
with Warner Bros. and Section Eight) and “King of the Elves” (Wally Wolodarsky with

Disney) (Bloom). One wonders how the man who once said “You would have to kill me
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and prop me up in the seat of my car with a smile painted on my face to get me to go near
Hollywood” would respond to this turn of events were he still alive (Sammon 20).

Paul Sammon, who wrote the definitive book on the making of Blade Runner,
observes ironically of Dick’s first optioned novel that “what began as a militantly
antiestablishment literary protest ultimately became a thoroughly capitalistic Hollywood
production” (20). The adaptation of Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep (hereafter
Android) into Blade Runner took two American screenwriters, an international team of
artists and a British director with a relentless perfectionist streak. This motley crew
transformed Dick’s social commentary on artificial intelligence into a slick noirish tale,
moving the action from a deserted San Francisco wasteland into a crowded Los Angeles
that looks like a surreal mixture of New York and Tokyo.

Set in 1992, Android centers on the exploits of bounty hunter Rick Deckard after
he accepts an assignment from his boss, Inspector Harry Bryant, to kill six androids
(“andys”) recently escaped from a Martian colony. Deckard takes the job to buy his
heart’s desire, a non-electric pet sheep. Along the way he falls in love with one of his
targets, a female android named Rachel, who betrays him in classic femme fatale fashion.
The world Deckard inhabits is coated with radioactive dust, nuclear residue from World
War Terminus, which has killed the majority of life on earth and rendered most of the
human survivors sterile or mentally defective (“chickenheads”). Those with means have
left the planet to make their homes on distant, unpolluted worlds. Those remaining raise
animals as status symbols, with biologically natural beasts outranking mechanical ones
on the socioeconomic scale of value. Like the radioactive dust that has turned the planet
into an environmental wasteland, the “andys” are carryovers from and reminders of the
war. Created initially as war weapons, these former “Synthetic Freedom Fighters” in

peacetime are used as slave labor to develop colonies on neighboring planets.
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Dick was inspired to write the novel while doing research at the University of
California at Berkeley for The Man in the High Castle, a novel set in an alternate version
of the United States in which the Axes powers have won World War II. Among Gestapo
documents, Dick came across the following sentence in the diary of an SS official in
Poland: “We are kept awake at night by the cries of starving children.” In an interview
with Sammon, Dick explained how that sentence became the thematic kernel for

Android:

With the Nazis, what we were essentially dealing with was a defective group
mind, a mind so emotionally defective that the word ‘human’ could not be applied
to them. ... This deficiency could be picked up by people anywhere, at any time.
You see, | wrote Android right in the middle of the Vietnam War, and at the time
I was revolutionary enough and existential enough to believe that these android
personalities were so lethal, so dangerous to human beings, that it ultimately
might become necessary to fight them. The problem in this killing then would be,
“Could we not become like the androids, in our very effort to wipe them out?”
(16-17).

Dick does not clarify which group or groups of people involved in the Vietnam
War qualify as “androids” or “android personalities.” For the writer, the concept of the
android functions universally, as a “metaphor for people who are physiologically human
but behaving in a nonhuman way (Sammon 16). According to Dick, anyone could be or
become an android. The human differed from the android only in his or her ability to
have and express emotions, especially empathy for other living beings. At the same time,
Android critiques the lines drawn between humans and non-humans by suggesting that
empathy might be a commodifiable product rather than an innate trait. This idea becomes
most explicit when Deckard learns that the founder of the religion Mercerism, which
preaches empathy through a virtual reality program, is himself a media fabrication — a
washed-up talk show host playing a bit role. (In the film, this notion is encapsulated in
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the Voigt-Kampf test, which measures the empathy quotient of a subject to determine its
human or non-human status.) If empathy is an acquired trait, and humanness is
determined by the amount of empathy present in a body, then it would follow that the
concept of the human, too, might be a social and technological construct (Hayles 164-
191). Thus, in Dick’s universe, humans could become more android-like with the
diminishment of their capacity to feel emotion for others (or more precisely, as others),
while androids could become more human-like through the development of that capacity.
Along with Blade Runner, many SF films have explored this idea of a thing becoming
human through the narrative device of romantic love between a human male and a not-
quite-human female. Examples include Solaris (Tarkovsky 1972), Alphaville (Godard
1968), and most recently the Japanese animated film Metropolis (Rin 2001).*""

According to Robin Wood, the final adaptation of Android rendered Blade Runner

an “autonomous work”:

Gone or played down are most of the novel’s major structuring premises: the
nuclear war that has rendered the earth unsafe for the support of life and health;
the use of animals as rare, expensive, coveted status symbols; the pseudo religion
of “Mercerism.” One might define the fundamental difference thus: the concerns
of the novel are predominantly metaphysical, those of the film predominantly
social (182-183).

While mostly concurring with Wood, I find the division he draws here between the
“metaphysical” approach of the novel and the “social” one of the film a bit facile. Most
books on film adaptation begin with the premise that stories necessarily must be told
differently in different media. For example, throughout Making a Good Script Great,
Linda Seger repeatedly stresses the biggest difference between a text-based medium like

the novel and a visual one like the cinema, namely that the former “tells” while the latter
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“shows” (Seger 81). Regardless, basic themes and tones from a novel to a film (and
nowadays, film to novel, film to videogame, or videogame to film) can and occasionally
do carry over. To put it another way, the “social” can be used to elucidate the
“metaphysical” and vice versa: showing can tell (images create mental word-based text)
just as telling can show (words create mental images). Indeed this is what happens in a
successful film. The filmmaker relates a socially-grounded experience in such a way that
viewers are temporarily transported out of their respective realities and compelled to
regard the familiar from a new and different angle.

Many critics and fans believe such a process occurs in Blade Runner — perhaps
because, like the book, the film investigates a common contemporary reality: the social
and psychological impact of the emotional distancing required of citizens in a post-
capitalist labor economy — a distancing that leads not only to the dehumanization of
others but of oneself as well. Unlike the book, however, the film engages with this theme
through a combination of the Hollywood SF and hardboiled detective genres. As a result,
the focus is less on the relationships between the main characters and more on the visual
and visceral spaces where they meet and interact. This shift to narrating the story
primarily through visual and haptic strategies rather than textual ones has the effect of
embodying and performing the themes of Dick’s novel.

The adaptation of novel to screen began officially in 1975 when actor and
filmmaker, Hampton Fancher, interviewed Philip Dick with a mind to option Android.*™
According to Fancher, the interview was not successful (Abbot). Two years later his
friend, fellow actor and soon to be producer Brian Kelly tried again, and was able to
persuade Dick to option his book for $2000. Kelly took the idea to British producer
Michael Deeley, best known for his later work on Deer Hunter (Cimino 1978). Deeley

told the team he would consider producing Android only if they wrote the screenplay.
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After acquiring executive producer credits, Fancher reluctantly undertook the task. A
year later, he was rewarded when the script, tentatively titled “Android,” met with
Deeley’s approval. According to Sammon, Deeley was intrigued by Fancher’s
combination of thriller and romance, which to him suggested elements of a captivating
“concentration camp movie”: “If you were to cast it in another genre and time period, Do
Androids Dream of Electric Android could almost have been something like a World War
IT concentration camp movie with a heartless Nazi commandant falling in love with his
beautiful Jewish prisoner” (34).

For the most part, Fancher’s initial adaptation was consistent with the principle
plot and themes of the book. It developed Dick’s ecological critique, depicted Deckard as
a harried petty bureaucrat, and kept most of the action in deserted buildings. Changes
included reducing the role of Iran, Deckard’s wife in Android, expanding that of Rachel,
and moving the action to Los Angeles. According to Fancher, his first draft was visually
and economically modest, a “small drama” that played up Deckard’s dis