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Praise for The Asian Mystique


“An invaluable follow-up to Edward Said’s landmark Orientalism—incisive, probing, and wonderfully readable . . . Prasso’s book is the equivalent of a page-turning potboiler.”


—David Henry Hwang, author of M. Butterfly


“Her reality-check book gives us no excuse for staying straitjacketed in our kimono and obi views. The reward for giving up our exotic fantasies will be ‘more real and equitable cross-cultural interactions.’”


–Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“She sees beyond the male gaze of an earlier generation of observers, providing fresh perspectives of Asia’s ‘Mystique,’ unfettered by the bondage of sexual desire.”


–South China Morning Post


“. . . intriguing are Prasso’s conversations with contemporary Asian women, including Mineko Iwasaki, who inspired Arthur Golden’s wildly popular bestseller Memoirs of a Geisha . . . This is a persuasive, timely book.”


—The Boston Globe


“. . . valuable as a study of manufactured imagery and the racism that comes with and of it.”


—Kirkus Reviews, March 1, 2005


“The Asian Mystique is a highly provocative book that challenges the cultural and political stereotypes of Asia that have dominated Western thinking for more than a century. The author offers fascinating anecdotes and insights drawn from her long experience living and working in the region. With a combination of on-the-ground understanding and strong historical sensibility, Prasso succeeds in delivering an important message: if we continue to cling to such stereotypes about Asia, we will pay a steep price for our ignorance.”


—Elizabeth C. Economy, C.V. Starr Senior Fellow and Director, Asia Studies Council on Foreign Relations


“A compelling study of Occidental misperceptions about Asia. Prasso argues persuasively that Western misunderstanding of Asia is routinely based on fantasy, positive or negative. There are consequences in diplomacy and business, but most of all in personal relations, particularly for Western men afflicted with what she calls “yellow fever,” the idealization of Asian women as feminine, attentive and seductive. Dragon ladies may exist, but sex goddesses abound.”


—Los Angeles Times


“A compelling book on a subject that touches on all aspects of life in Asia, including economics.”


—Joseph E. Stiglitz, author of Globalization and Its Discontents


“Prasso explains the symbiotic nature of Western fantasy and Asian fulfillment—often to great profit—of that fantasy, the roles that Asian women play and defy in the West, even the dangerous implications of this still-active fantasy upon global politics. Especially interesting are her observations on the emasculated role of Asian men in Western media—picture, for instance, Jackie Chan even kissing a Western woman.”


—Booklist
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Introduction


“The East is a University in which the scholar never takes his degree.


It is a temple where the suppliant adores but never catches sight of the object of his devotion.”


—LORD CURZON, Viceroy of India, 1899–1905


AN EXOTIC LAND OF GRACEFUL ALLURE, of swaying sugar palms and soaring bamboo, of servants, silks, and sumptuous feasts. In the mind’s eye we can envision its mystical charms, its incense-shrouded temples and opium dens; its appeal to the despot in all of us, lying on a divan’s satiny cushions, tended by beautifully beguiling Orientals. It is sensual and decadent, enticing and thrilling in its forbidden temptations. This has long been our Western fantasy of The Orient—antiquated, perhaps, but still shockingly influential.


We cannot easily escape its effect on the lenses we use to view Asia and its people. We see through a constructed prism of our own making, built from our experiences and from our knowledge acquired through education and culture. Our perspectives are misshaped—contorted—by centuries of misunderstandings built on mythologies, fantasies, fairy tales, and fears. We in the West see the East through distorted eyes, through an Orientalized filter of what I call “Asian Mystique.”


In 1990, shortly after I had moved from Chicago to Asia as a news correspondent, I became intrigued by a frequent visitor to my Mid-levels neighborhood of Hong Kong, a man who shouted in a sing-songy voice the same words over and over as he traversed the winding, hilly streets. I lived in an apartment block in front of a concrete wall holding back the mountainside, and to me this mass of concrete seemed an affront to nature. I knew that the Cantonese people of Hong Kong believe there are gods everywhere and in everything—in the kitchen, the trees, the water, and the landscape. Could this man be chanting to appease the mountain god who might be angered by this man-made desecration? I wanted to indulge the fantasy that I was witnessing the mystical Asia out the window of my concrete apartment block. I told my Chinese-speaking roommate about the man, and one day as I heard his cries I went running to get her. She stepped onto our small balcony, listened to his chant, and turned to me laughing, “I believe he is collecting scrap metal.” I was never able to see Asia in the same way again.


Since then, in the fifteen years I have been writing about Asia, I found that the impressions I had brought from America didn’t match what I was seeing with my own eyes. Travel writers and novelists described the mystical and exotic, the kind of Asia I was prepared to find in my scrap-metal collector’s chant; instead, I experienced the normal and real. The true Asia, I found, was largely misrepresented by the dominant images we have in the West, where “the Orient” is often depicted with fantasy-fueled feminine adjectives.


The more I examined the implications, the more I realized how deep and far-reaching they are. These various aspects of the Asian Mystique, I believe, affect everything from international relations to business negotiations to cross-cultural relationships. In U.S. foreign policy, for example, Washington has focused paternal condescension toward our “little brown brothers,” as former President William H. Taft once famously said, and has consistently underestimated military threats, most significantly in the Korean and Vietnam Wars, and now also from North Korea. In business, Western negotiators sometimes misread Confucian reserve as weakness, in part as a result of Western culture’s portrayal of Asian men as vulnerable and emasculated. Asian women find themselves perceived as submissive, obedient, and obliging—or the opposite—but rarely as well-adjusted mothers and professionals. That “Asians” are hardly one homogenous mass—with thousands of ethnic groups among the nearly two billion people of the region—hardly seems to matter.


To determine why these perceptions exist, I knew I would have to dig deep into the history of West-East interaction: the thousands of years of trade and hundreds of years of colonial and military conquest, the experience of Asian immigrants in the West, and the pervasive and perpetuating images of literature and Hollywood.


Madame Butterfly modernized into the musical Miss Saigon; our own fable of Cinderella turned into the oddly unrealistic devotion of a young woman in Memoirs of a Geisha; the soft-spoken, servile Mrs. Livingston in The Courtship of Eddie’s Father; sexually uninhibited Mariko of the TV mini-series and novel Shogun; the quietly enigmatic Phuong in The Quiet American; the graceful Hana-ogi in Sayonara; the pouty prostitute in The World of Suzie Wong; the kick-ass dominatrix played by Lucy Liu. These depictions can and sometimes do cause Asian woman to be perceived in Western culture as gentle geisha or China Dolls—servile, submissive, exotic, sexually available, mysterious, and guiding; or as Dragon Ladies—steely and as cold as Cruella de Vil, lacking in the emotions or the neuroses of real women. Characterizations of Asian men depict them as effeminate and emasculated on the one hand, but inscrutable, sneaky, stoic, and sometimes wise on the other. Combined with our history, these images can play a role in creating a subconscious racism built on stereotypes—both positive and negative—that most of us don’t realize we have.


We as a culture have come to realize the issues of patronizing racial cast in the character of Mammy in Gone with the Wind, for example. If our culture had stood static, content with such roles instead of demanding more equitable multi-dimensional ones for African-Americans, it could not have opened the way for the rich contributions of hundreds of women such as Oprah, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, and Halle Berry. We have not yet begun such scrutiny on behalf of Asians.


In Part I of this book, then, we examine the Asian Mystique and where it comes from—the history of contact between West and East; the images that have become entrenched in film, theater, fiction, and pop culture of the West as a result; and some of the implications for people, relationships (including the phenomenon of “Yellow Fever”), as well as East-West relations.


So who are “Asians” then, a priori, seen with unclouded, deexoticized eyes? Part II seeks to shed light on that, taking a reality tour of Asia using the icons of our stereotypes—geisha, housewives, exotic Cathay Girls, China Dolls, Suzie Wongs, Madame Butterflies, powerful Dragon Ladies, martial arts mistresses, and the like. We examine the real complexities on both sides of the dual images and attempt to dismantle them, revealing the fully dimensional human beings beyond our usual perceptions.


THERE WILL BE A SENSE OF LOSS in this examination, in giving up our fantasies of exotic Orientals and accepting that cultures are ever-evolving. It is the same loss I felt upon understanding the scrap metal collector’s call. It is the same loss that foreigners feel traveling to the American West when they don’t find swaggering cowboys in chaps bursting through tavern doors ready to duel, or whooping Indians shooting arrows at bison on the plains. Or Al Capone–style shootouts on the streets of Chicago. The reward for giving up our fantasies of exotic difference will be a deeper, richer understanding, with more real and equitable cross-cultural interactions as a result. But just because it is easier to find Asians working in skyscrapers in modern cities instead of in conical hats tending rice fields, or that it is virtually impossible to find Japanese women tottering along three feet behind their husbands as they did a century ago, doesn’t mean their “cultures” have disappeared. They have simply, as ours have, evolved.


This endeavor is the result of many years of observing, questioning, reading, and watching East-West interactions—and interviewing not only those we might view as the representations of our stereotypes, but hundreds of people who helped paint a more accurate picture of Asia. I talked with women from every class and education level, from as many possible diverse backgrounds and professions, in as many countries, and from as many ethnic groups in Asia as possible. I also talked with men—Asians, Blacks, and Caucasians. I talked with Asian Americans, and Asian-origin immigrants in Europe and Australia. In almost every case, everyone I enlisted in this project was thrilled at the idea of a book that would, finally, try to lay bare the myths and fantasies Western culture holds about Asia, Asian women, and feminized perceptions of Asian men.


Many women took enormous amounts of time and trouble to welcome me into their lives, inviting me to their homes and businesses, introducing me to their friends, and helping me see a world that I simply could not have seen if I were a man. When I left to spend three months in Japan in early 2003, one of my former colleagues warned me that I would have trouble getting to know Japanese people. In his many years of reporting on the country, he told me, he had never once been invited into a Japanese home. As a woman, my experience was completely the opposite.


In Japan, the home is the domain of the woman, and Japanese women control it. (A Japanese man typically would have to ask his wife for permission before bringing home a foreigner.) Women there welcomed me in, offered me tea, allowed me to sit in while they talked about their concerns about parenting, their in-laws, and their sex lives, and to accompany them to the playground and when picking up their children from school. It was an opportunity I was granted, to the extent that I had the time and inclination, almost everywhere I have been in Asia.


The result is not a basic primer on “Asian cultures” or “Asian women,” nor prostitution, women in the workforce, nor sexism in Asian societies, about which much has already been written. Rather, it is as much about us as it is about Asia.


It is about issues of race and sex, fantasy and power. It is about the nexus of misunderstanding where West meets East: our relationships and interactions, our misconceptions and stereotypes, our myths versus the realities, where our relations have been, and where they are going. I hope to strip away the romanticized idealism that clouds East-West relations and relationships. I hope to move us beyond the misty-eyed myths of exotic difference and into a realism that will shape our relations in future eras. Lord Curzon’s words may have been all very well 100 years ago, when we could afford to luxuriate in idolizing the East and either revering or deploring its differences. But the exigencies of the modern world—where terrorism is as much a threat in Jakarta, Manila, and Tokyo as it is in New York and Madrid, where trade and globalization bring us all closer together—make distant adoration and well-intentioned fantasies not only impractical but perilous.


The stories I have chosen and the issues they represent are part of a larger paradigm. Polly the Chinese Communist, Berlinda the Filipina prostitute, Yumi the Japanese housewife, and the others we come to know through these pages, represent my attempts to portray a more multi-dimensional and thought-provoking picture of Asians and our Western fallacies.


Through them, and through the examination of our images of Asians throughout history and Hollywood, I hope to begin a discussion that few have begun before. I hope to examine and challenge the assumptions we hold on both sides, to examine ourselves while we look outward at others. I hope to challenge the “Mammy”-ism in depictions of Asians—and, consequently, also challenge the way we in the West have been viewing Asia and dealing with Asia for thousands of years. If this work can go even part way toward starting the inquiry, it will have been a success.


As I began my own journey through these complex issues, a moment sticks out in my mind: the night I saw Miss Saigon on Broadway. The musical was set to close in January 2001 after grossing more than $1.3 billion in worldwide ticket sales. It is the story, based on Puccini’s Madame Butterfly, of an American soldier who has a love affair with a Vietnamese prostitute, fathers her child, returns to the United States, and marries an American. When the couple goes to Asia and meets the Vietnamese woman, she offers her son to them and then kills herself. Like every great operatic tragedy, and just as Madame Butterfly was before it, the final scenes are emotion-filled, heartrending, and tearful.


As the curtain fell on one of the last Broadway performances, one of the audience members dabbing his eyes was a young man from the American Midwest. Blonde and freckled, no older than thirty-five, he told me he traveled frequently for his sales job and had decided to spend a free evening in New York City at the Broadway Theatre. As he turned to go, he volunteered how moved he was by the performance.


“That was especially hard for me to watch,” he said. “My wife is Chinese.”


Well actually, Chinese-American, he clarified. Born in the U.S.A. It took a few moments for his statement to resonate with me, but when it did, in one of those “you-only-think-of-a-response-after-the-moment-has-passed” moments, he had already disappeared out the mezzanine door. The story, of course, was about a poor Vietnamese woman, a prostitute and victim of American intervention. It was set in Vietnam, in a war that had little to do with a midwestern wife born of Chinese parentage, who knows how many generations removed. Most likely the origins of this wife’s family were many thousands of miles from Saigon, as distant as Britain is to Italy, if not farther. To link them is like watching Carmen, another tragic opera which climaxes in the murder of a Spanish gypsy girl, and finding it difficult to watch because one’s wife is of, say, French origin.


Spanish gypsy—French-origin American wife? We see the absurdity.


Vietnamese prostitute—Chinese-American wife? Not nearly so easily.


ON SOME LEVEL, the wife of this midwestern salesman was not his unique partner, but the embodiment of an image that is interchangeable with all Asian women. She, Miss Saigon, and all individuals of Asian origin are wrapped up in this tangle of Asian Mystique. Let’s unravel it.
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PART ONE


The Asian Mystique





The Asian Mystique


AT A BAR CALLED SUPER PUSSY, in the heart of Asia’s throbbing sex capital, Bangkok, a young woman in a white vinyl thong bikini, spreading her knees wide, is rubbing her crotch down a pole to the beat of AC/DC’s “Back in Black.” The stage is ringed with black lights, causing the enhanced contours of the dancer’s vinyl-encased breasts and her gyrating triangle below to glow with eerie incandescence. Her face is a blur of anonymity. The luminous outlines of raw, accentuated flesh, a glow of lipstick, and a cascade of shiny black hair are all we are meant to see.


This is just the warm up. There is more on offer for a mere point to the menu card: “ping-pong-pussy show,” “banana show,” “whistling show,” “smoking show,” “birthday show,” and “balloon-dart show,” among others, for the equivalent of about $12 added to the bar tab. A waitress will take the order, and skilled women will come to the stage, strip off their bikini bottoms, and then propel these objects at the customers in the audience. The women blow whistles or horns, smoke cigarettes, expel air forcefully enough to blow out birthday candles, and shoot darts at balloons—all, astonishingly, from their exposed, well-practiced vaginas. There’s more to be had, too, for a little negotiation. A girl for an hour. Or a night. Or a week. Or, for one you really like, for a lifetime.


It wasn’t my first time in a Bangkok girlie bar. A decade before, a Thai friend had taken me around for a day, and his mini-tour included the usual sights for foreigners: the temple of the Emerald Buddha, a water taxi ride up the Chao Praya River, and these bars in the Patpong red-light district. Other cities of the world have similar forms of titillation. In fact, the strip clubs of New York’s Times Square featured naked women and their cigarette-smoking-pussy and ping-pong-ball displays long before clubs in Thailand ever did. But usually such exhibitionism is hidden from view behind darkened doors, not on display at street level in prime view of tourists. The sexual entertainment of Bangkok is open and inviting, frivolous rather than seedy. Patpong is a must-see stop on the “Visit Thailand” tourist itinerary. A man from Adelaide or Kansas, or even someone like me—people who normally would never enter such realms in our own countries—feel few qualms about walking off the streets to see this display, yet another notch in the exotic Orient tour. My Thai host wanted to show me the sights of Bangkok. This was yet another.


What struck me that day was the incongruity with which women—and I as a woman—were viewed in each place, even in the same city, the same culture. At the temple, shorts were forbidden, much as they also would be inappropriate in a Christian church. I had worn a long skirt. But despite the humid, clinging, ninety-degree air, I was, like all similarly clad visitors and worshippers, required to put a scarf over my shoulders to cover my bare arms, or my cap-sleeved shirt would be taken as a show of sacrilege. And on the crowded water taxi, when a group of monks got on with their saffron-colored robes billowing in the light breeze, my friend warned me away from them, or the jostling of the boat might cause me to bump up against them. Women were not permitted to touch monks, he told me. Even a touch might contaminate them.


Yet, at the bars in Bangkok’s red-light districts, it was as though nightfall turned the rules of the day upside down. No covered shoulders or long skirts here. No covered anything at all. And, here, it was the women who could not be touched—dancing and gyrating as they did on their pedestals above the bar. As a first-time visitor, I remember sitting in wide-eyed awe as the ping-pong balls flew, our heads craning upward toward the stage in much the same position as in gazing at the Buddha just hours before. This mock-worship, this setting apart of women to be both ogled and revered, struck me as a stark juxtaposition of sacred and profane. Whereas worshippers at the temple bent low to place their offerings of money and incense, here at the go-go bar they stretched out their arms to offer their tips.


So here, ten years later, I was watching Western men watch this representation of “the East,” the naked women equally as exotic an image of Thailand in the mind of a tourist as the Emerald Buddha and a water-taxi trip up the Chao Praya River. For some of the men, these are among their first experiences of Asian women. Almost all the clientele at Super Pussy—and at Pussy Galore, Kiss Kiss Kiss, Lipstick, and dozens of others with similar names—are white, from Western countries. They are mostly Americans, Brits, Aussies, and Germans, but men from the rest of western and eastern Europe as well as Russia show up in these bars, too. Thai men hardly ever come. It is true that they—and Asian men throughout the region—are greater consumers of Asian women’s sexual services than are Western men, by most measures. The red-light districts catering to Asian male clientele are more extensive, prevalent, cheap, seedy, more the “wham bam thank you-ma’am,” go-behind-a-curtain-and-get-it-over-with type—or, increasingly, the “sing karaoke songs at the club while you choose a doting girl”–type. Asian men on business trips within Asia sometimes patronize the bars aimed at Westerners, which play Western music, have English menus, and serve drinks and snacks familiar to the Western palate. Some Japanese-language bars in Bangkok, Pattaya, and Jakarta have sprung up to cater to Japanese (and increasingly Korean) preferences and tastes. Yet, for the most part, in the sex trade of Asians for Asians, there is little ogling of the female form, little mystique or fantasy. Primarily, it is straightforward, taboo-less, transactional sex.


But the sex industry catering to Westerners in Asia is different. Here, what is for sale is not only the flesh, but the mystique—the Asian Mystique—the fantasy of the exotic, indulging, decadent, sensual Oriental who will indulge you and delight you with the decadence and servility that no woman in your own culture could. It is built upon thousands of years of East-West interaction, and loaded with images, expectations, and misperceptions.


The men here, not surprisingly, are giddy, their eyes transfixed in a mixture of adulation, fascination, and lust. Some of them have come, like I did more than a decade before, out of mere curiosity. Some have come to appreciate the flesh offered, to admire the kind of exotic beauty in the nudity that is taboo in their own cultures, as well as in this one. Because it is far from home, it is just part of the foreign experience. And some have come here to buy it. It is an easy purchase, this experience of Asia that is fantasy-indulging and, ultimately, “remasculating”—engendering feelings of masculinity or dominance which these Western men may have found diminished in their own cultures. No matter who these men are back home, here—in a developing country like Thailand—they are richer, better-educated, and desirable to large segments of the female population, particularly those women on lower economic and social rungs. No, not to all Asian women.


There are women in Bangkok and elsewhere in Asia who would never have anything to do with a foreigner. Among those who would, however, it’s not only about economics. White skin is a status symbol and, for an Asian woman, the lighter her skin the more beautiful most Asian societies consider her to be. Having a light-skinned, mixed-race baby is now fashionable among certain sets in Thailand after several movie stars did it and the public deemed the photos of these biracial children in the media adorable. In Korea, where racial purity is valued and being of mixed race often carried the charged association of being the bastard child of a prostitute and a GI, popular biracial entertainers are breaking down those barriers. Several middle-class and elite women of Asia have told me that they want white boyfriends or husbands so that they can have cute white babies.


Even in a wealthy country like Japan, Western men frequently are considered more liberal than Japanese men, offering more personal freedoms and an entrée to a hip new world to those who feel less-than-conformist in their own society. The koku-jo, for example, are Japanese women who kink or cornrow their hair, visit tanning booths, listen to hip-hop music, and hang out near U.S. military bases in Okinawa to meet African-American Marines. These Western men are regarded as better able to appreciate darker skin, a bit of heftiness, or tomboyishness—qualities generally considered unattractive to Japanese men. For these women, getting breast and buttocks implants in order to better compete are a big business.


For Western men, this desirability among Asian women and the “remasculating” that accompanies it is potent therapy. It is something that cannot be purchased in the red-light districts of their own countries. Susan Faludi, in her 1999 book, Stiffed: The Betrayal of the American Man, wrote that American men were rebelling against a feeling of threatened masculinity, indeed emasculation, in a culture that broke its societal promises and stopped rewarding traditionally masculine roles.
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But, in the bars of Bangkok and elsewhere in Asia, Western men who may find traditional notions of masculinity diminished by modern cultural expectations can find restitution. In their perceptions of their interactions with Asian women and Asian cultures, they can experience feelings of dominance, wealth, power, and masculinity—at least temporarily. Here, any man can experience feeling attractive again—even loved. Old, fat, or ugly by Western standards, it doesn’t matter. Anyone can be the Alpha Male and Lord Jim. Western men in Asia—all over Asia—compare it with feeling like a rock star, with women pursuing them everywhere they go, not just in bars, but in shopping malls, at restaurants, even when walking down the street.


A middle-aged oil worker from England, gleeful with drink at a club on a notorious Asian sex strip late one evening, put it best. I had asked him, simply, why he had come. “Here,” he shouted, beer in hand, raising his arms over his head as if scoring a soccer victory before dancing off into a crowd of young beauties all vying to be the one he took home that night, “you can be KING!”


Every year, thousands of Western men partner with Asian women—if not ones from the bars of Asia, then others met in the workplace, through acquaintances, or just casually in a store or on a street corner. In the United States, Caucasian men and Asian-origin women marry more frequently than any other two groups. Thousands of men in the West every year send away for mail-order brides or meet Asian women through personal ads in the expatriate-aimed magazines of Asian capitals.


“Dirty Little Slut. 20 yrs, Chinese dirty girl seeking 20–35 yrs. Attractive white guys 4 sex. I have a nice body and good looking,” said one ad in the personals of Hong Kong Magazine. “Gorgeous, good-looking 35 yr. old Caucasian seeks fun-loving Asian girl for discreet meetings of mutual pleasure. Relaxed and easy-going, I will please you, tease you and reward you,” said a corresponding one from a male. Perhaps they found each other.


There are, of course, many thousands of wonderful, equitable relationships. A little mystique sometimes adds a lot to relationships, in very beneficial ways. But, of course, there are other such relationships that find their mutuality tested—and sometimes torn apart—by cultural differences and preconceived expectations.


Where do our expectations come from? Typically from the way that Asians have been depicted in Western culture. The image of the submissive, subservient, exotic Oriental is a pervasive one: the tea-serving geisha, the sex nymph, the weeping war victim, the heart-of-gold prostitute. And to deal with the disparity inherent in the fact that Asia has had long traditions of women in power—and to nod to the fact that Asian women may not be docile lotus flowers after all—we also have the opposing stereotype, that of Dragon Lady or Martial Arts Mistress.


Asia has had a long succession of female political rulers; it produced the world’s first female prime minister, and has had more prominent women heads of government than any other region of the world. It has martial arts traditions developed by women; it is a region where women wield enormous economic clout in the home and in the marketplace, and matrilineal lines run strong in a number of Asian ethnic groups. There are fewer greater dichotomies than these—the submissive, servile Oriental and the Dragon Lady dominatrix.


The actress Anna May Wong once complained that in the sixty films in which she appeared beginning in 1919, she always had to play a slave, temptress, prostitute, or doomed lover; whose lines were in “Chinglish,” who was forbidden to kiss a Western man (illegal until 1948 under California anti-miscegenation laws), and who always had to die so that the woman with yellow hair could get the white man. When criticized for perpetuating stereotypes, she answered that actresses just starting out don’t have much choice over their roles. More than eighty years later, the just-as-popular Lucy Liu, when criticized for perpetuating the opposing stereotype gave the same answer—that she did not have much choice, either.
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It’s not just Hollywood or Broadway or publisher’s row; frequently these images are reinforced and exploited by Asians themselves, with a realization that playing to type frequently has been what sells to Western audiences. Witness just one example: tourist brochures for the Philippines showing sexy girls in bikinis or shoulder-less dress, inviting the male tourist to experience the sensual pleasures of the Orient. In short, as long as we willingly buy these exoticized, eroticized, sexualized images, there are Asians who will willingly sell them to us.


Western travelers to the “Orient” began selling these stereotypes and misperceptions back home centuries ago, as Edward Said famously wrote in his book Orientalism, published in 1978. Since the time of Marco Polo, and even as far back as the ancient Greeks who gave Western culture the sexual goddess Aphrodite as the first model of the “Oriental woman,” he wrote, Western writers have painted Asia as inscrutable, romantic, decadent, dangerous, promising, and mysterious.


During the period of European colonialization of Asia and the French-Anglo experience with, first, the Middle East as “the Orient,” then with the Asia that lay beyond, Europe gradually refined and narrowed the concept until it meant, more or less, the “Far East.” Americans became the inheritors of those French-Anglo (and other European colonialist) cultural perspectives that had been forming since the beginning of East-West contact—which is why Americans still refer to Asia as the “East” or “Far East,” when it is, in fact, only either of those when one is standing in Europe. The American colonial and war experiences in the Pacific reinforced those ancient perceptions inherited from Europe. Said’s theory of “Orientalism” only goes so far in explaining this, concentrating primarily on the role of literature and scholarship in the earlier period of history, when European contact with the Near East and India constituted the “Orient.” But in the last 100 years there has developed a factor far more influential in the formation of “Oriental” images, in which American dominance in the Pacific, combined with the Asian immigrant experience, were key: Hollywood. I believe that Hollywood became an incubator and a firing kiln for the Orientalized perceptions inherited from Europe. Bolstered and reinforced by American experience, Hollywood’s images played a large role in re-exporting the reshaped perceptions back to Europe over the last century.


Asian women became the objects of an almost mystical sexual fascination during the rise of European colonial involvement in Asia. China’s Empress Dowager was reputed to have “an abnormally large clitoris,” according to a British scholar who claimed (falsely) to have had a love affair with her. A diary entry from the Siege of Peking in 1900, a period when Victorian beliefs dictated that white women participate in sex only out of marital duty but not enjoy it, records that a Manchu woman was “like a narcotic when a roar of fever still hangs in one’s ears.”1 To this day, Korean feminists I know in Seoul snigger sarcastically of having horizontal vaginas, a myth that has persisted since the Korean War, if not long before.


EVEN NOW, centuries after the first mystical sexual fascination began, modern writers speak of being “seduced” by Asia. Many attribute their interest in the region to their interest, first of all, in Asian women and the lure of the exotic. Their very literal passion contributes to identifying Asia with “the feminine,” and assigning the region and its people attributes that typically are associated with femininity in the West. Casting Asia as “feminine” causes the romanticization of it and—because women are “mysterious” to the opposite gender, no matter what their origin—contributes to its ineffability. Ian Buruma, one of the most profound European analysts of Asia in the modern era, writes in The Missionary and the Libertine that his fascination started in Amsterdam while watching “the imaginary East” in a magical theater performance. The stage was transformed into “a fantastic brothel, filled with girls, midgets, opium smokers, dandies, and drag queens. . . . If this is what Tokyo is like, I thought, I want to join the circus.” Then Buruma “fell in love with a Japanese girl in the movies,” a character in a François Truffaut film who was “mysterious and exotic,” he writes, “as silent and as elusive as a ghost.”2 He, of course, then followed his heart to Japan, as have so many noted Western analysts on Asia before him and since. In his analyses of the East-West relationship, Buruma writes of Asia using the metaphor of a seductive geisha or, at other times, of beautiful native Filipinas being either raped by foreign conquerors or willingly offering to give them head. The images are sexualized, fantasized for the male imagination. With these views of Asia so pervasive, it is hard not to fall hard for them.


There have been attempts to dispel them, or to at least force us to examine them. Playwright David Henry Hwang’s M Butterfly took the mother of all Asian stereotypes, Madame Butterfly, and turned it upside down. It started when he read a New York Times interview with the real-life French diplomat Bernard Bouriscot, who, when posted to China in the 1960s and enraptured with his own fantasies of exotic Asia, took a Chinese lover (who then spied on him). The relationship lasted, incredibly, for eighteen years without Bouriscot knowing his lover was a man. The Chinese man, Shi Pei Pu, was able to manipulate Bouriscot sexually—usually in the dark—into thinking he was a woman, and the Frenchman accepted the differences as “Oriental.” (A medical examination conducted by French doctors during the espionage trial of the two in the 1980s determined that the Chinese man was able to retract his testicles into his body, tuck his penis back into the folds between his legs, and hold his thighs tightly together during sex so that Bouriscot believed their sex was intercourse, albeit different from that he had with Western women.3) The diplomat was quoted as saying, “I thought she was very modest. I thought it was a Chinese custom.” It was evidence of his willingness to deceive himself to maintain his fantasy. Hwang wrote in the postscript to his screenplay:


I am aware that this is not a Chinese custom, that Asian women are no more shy with their lovers than are women of the West. I am also aware, however, that Bouriscot’s assumption was consistent with a certain stereotyped view of Asians as bowing, blushing flowers. I therefore concluded that the diplomat must have fallen in love, not with a person, but with a fantasy stereotype. I also inferred that, to the extent the Chinese spy encouraged these misperceptions, he must have played up to and exploited this image of the Oriental woman as demure and submissive.


Hwang continued,


. . . heterosexual Asians have long been aware of “Yellow Fever”—Caucasian men with a fetish for exotic Oriental women. I have often heard it said that ”Oriental women make the best wives.” (Rarely is this heard from the mouths of Asian men, incidentally.) This mythology is exploited by the Oriental mail-order bride trade which has flourished over the past decade. American men can now send away for catalogues of “obedient, domesticated” Asian women looking for husbands. Anyone who believes such stereotypes are a thing of the past need look no further than Manhattan cable television, which advertises call girls from “the exotic East, where men are king; obedient girls, trained in the art of pleasure.” In these appeals, we see issues of racism and sexism intersect.4


Hwang’s subversive play won a 1988 Tony Award, and the 1993 movie starring Jeremy Irons and John Lone was both moving and well-acclaimed.


But one drop of the dye of realism into an ocean of fantasy-driven images to the contrary cannot change its color. Fifteen years after Hwang wrote these words, travel brochures, personal ads, and ads selling “Geisha #1 Oriental Fun” and “Oriental Exotics” still take up pages in magazines and broadsheet newspapers in Manhattan as well as elsewhere in the United States and Europe. The trade in Asian mail-order brides has gone online, where more than 200 websites bring together some 4,000 to 6,000 couples a year who petition for immigration of the female spouse to the United States, according to the Immigration and Naturalization Service. The Philippines, along with the countries of the former Soviet bloc, supply the majority of these women.
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LESS SEXUALIZED BUT EQUALLY ENIGMATIC Orientalized misperceptions have sprung up in modern times: the “Yellow Peril” scare of Japan’s economic might in the 1980s, with Michael Crichton’s Rising Sun the foremost example; in academia, the Japan Revisionist School of Chalmers Johnson, which holds that Japan’s version of capitalism is fundamentally different from the West’s; the West’s willingness to accept the concept of “Asian Values,” which patronizingly argues that political freedoms do not suit the Oriental mind, espoused by Singapore’s former authoritarian leader Lee Kuan Yew as justification for repressing dissent; and even the fervor with which Western investors bought into Asia’s economic boom in the 1990s in the belief that the “Asian Miracle” was somehow fundamentally different and sustainable. Danger, exoticism, and inscrutability characterize most of these ideas. With the exception of Yellow Peril, which has its origins in America’s first experiences with job-seeking, strikebreaking Asian immigrants at the turn of the century, all of these ideas were marketed to the West by the vested interests of the East. That we have bought into them indicates our continuing willingness to believe that Asia and Asian people are somehow fundamentally different—exotic, enigmatic, and inscrutable.


The Impact of Illusion


Over the centuries, much of the societal sexual curiosity has been satisfied and the misperceptions corrected: scholars have pulled back the curtains of class, religion, and culture, as well as the philosophic traditions that had long kept Asia hidden from Western understanding. Medical science has proved that all humans are, at essence, anatomically alike. Our recent Yellow Peril, Asian Values, and Asian Miracle theories for understanding Asia have been proved largely discredited.


But our illusions about Asia remain. And they affect people, not only Asians in their social, cultural, and business interactions with the West, but those Westerners who marry, hire, befriend, and interact with Asians. The range of consequences swings from geopolitical to individual: On the one hand, you can see traces in state-to-state relations, diplomacy and foreign policy—as has been demonstrated in the issue of the U.S. military presence in the Pacific Rim, and historically in our colonial contact and war involvements in the region; on the other, you can find thousands of young backpackers setting off from Europe, Australia, and elsewhere every year seeking to experience the exotic, spiritual, sensuous East. They frequently return home disappointed that the Asians they’d met were just as practical, materialistic, and interested in making a buck as people back home. Yet the myths persist.


Asian Americans and Asian residents of Britain and of the rest of Europe to varying extents feel misperceived and misrepresented—painted with the same homogenous brush of racism whether it is with the old negative epithets of “gooks,” “Japs,” and “Chinks,” or its likewise individuality-robbing positive counterweight “model minority.” (Sixty-eight percent of Americans hold negative attitudes about Chinese-Americans, according to a 2001 survey by the Committee of 100.)


In the United States and Europe, three, four, or even five generations of people of Asian descent already have been born. No matter, they still get the question, “Where are you from?” from their fellow citizens. Akron, or Yorkshire, or the 13th Arrondissement of Paris are not acceptable answers. “No, where are you really from?” they are asked, in a way that the descendants of European or African origin never are.


Asian American women, in particular, report experiencing an increase in “fetishism” about them, fostered by Internet-connected communities that encourage the viewing of Asian women through an idyllic, sexual mystique. They feel expectations put upon them by American society. “Part of the staying power of the stereotype is that unfortunately people often think that kind of self-sacrifice and self-abnegation is part of who Asian-American women are,” Traise Yamamoto, an associate professor at the University of California-Irvine has noted, adding that such misperceptions can “cripple careers” when bosses or colleagues expect an Asian woman to act demure, docile, or “nice” because of her ethnicity.


Asian Americans find injustice in our justice system, with the erroneous targeting of falsely accused spy Wen Ho Lee being just one of many miscarriages. (Nearly half of Americans (46 percent) in the Committee of 100 poll believe that Chinese-Americans passing secrets to the Chinese government is “a problem.”) They are annoyed with expectations of superior academic performance when, in fact, Asian American communities contain just plain average (and below-average) students as well; Southeast Asian immigrants in particular who still live in poor communities and work at menial jobs, as well as poor Chinese immigrants in inner cities, feel excluded from the “model minority” mindset, and feel the label prevents them from getting a leg up in American society. Some are so irked by the misperceptions and stereotypes—highlighted in just one example in April 2004, when Details magazine published a photo of a fashionable Asian American male headlined “GAY OR ASIAN?”—that they vent their anger and exasperation on websites such as www.angryasianman.com, www.bigbadchinesemama.com, www.alllooksame.com, and www.themodelminority.com. The level may not be that of pre-Rosa Parks segregated America, but this race-relations discontent—in the United States as well as Europe—is palpable for anyone interested in taking a measure of it.
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Asian women who have achieved fame and standing in their own right are taken less seriously in Western circles than they might if no illusions of Asian Mystique existed. Dr. Pasuk Phongpaichit, for example, is among the most respected academics in Thailand. She is a Cambridge-trained economist and author of one of the most influential books ever published in Thailand. Frequently, she says, when she arrives to speak at a conference abroad with other economic experts, often in the company of her English writer husband, the experts from the same countries as those who have seen the girlie bars of Patpong shake the hand of her husband and begin addressing him first. “Oh, you’re Professor Pasuk,” they finally exclaim to her when corrected, without quite being able to hide their surprise that this soft-spoken, 5'2" Thai woman, not the tall British man next to her, is the economist. Even after delivering an important economic paper, she gets the impression, based on questions posed afterward, that they’re hearing her words through a filter: as a woman first, as a Thai second, and only third as an economist and academic. (Of course, white and black women may have similar experiences, but they do not experience the additional complexity of the sexual imagery associated with Thai women.) In Thailand, however, it’s a different story. Dr. Pasuk is famous and, in some circles, feared.


I first went to her Bangkok home on a rainy Thai New Year’s Day in 1999, because it was the only time she was sure not to have a morning jammed with appointments. As we sat on wooden chairs on her back porch, drank tea, and watched the rain, she was so soft-spoken it was difficult at times even to hear her voice. But there was nothing soft about the book she had just written, Guns, Girls, Gambling, Ganja: Thailand’s Illegal Economy and Public Policy. It had been out only a few months by then, and Thailand was changing in major ways as a result. A parliamentary committee had been set up to study how to control the illegal activities that she had exposed. The police force, formerly part of Thailand’s powerful Interior Ministry, had been realigned to answer directly to the prime minister in an attempt to eliminate the improprieties she had uncovered. And Thailand’s press—among the freest in Asia—had been emboldened to bring corruption into public debate, quoting Dr. Pasuk as their source.


Dr. Pasuk and her small research team at Chulalongkorn University, where she had taught economics for twenty-eight years, had documented what Thais themselves had long suspected: that many of their police, politicians, and businessmen were linked in an overwhelmingly corrupt web of self-interest. Dr. Pasuk found that many provincial politicians and businessmen had front businesses, such as construction, but generated most of their revenue from illegal sidelines. Their gambling dens, prostitution rings, and other illegal activities raked in billions of dollars, totaling 10 to 20 percent of Thailand’s entire economic activity. After exposing this, she ducked death threats until the prime minister intervened with the police on her behalf. “We didn’t realize we were cracking the rice pot of some local police,” Dr. Pasuk told me that day on her porch. “We were a little bit naïve.” It was hard to imagine this composed woman graying at the temples as being naïve. Rather, she seemed consumed with a quiet dedication to her cause. Whenever she leaves Thailand, however, she is once again reminded that she is viewed first as a Thai woman in the company of a white man, and only secondarily as an accomplished academic who has changed a nation.


Viewers and Viewees


Is it possible as a Westerner to see Asia clearly? After all, as Said wrote, we cannot shed the filters that shape what we see. The “Orient” as a concept is defined only in its opposition to the “Occident,” not because it has inherent, cohesive glue. “Never,” he wrote, “has there been such a thing as a pure, or unconditional, Orient”:


For if it is true that no production of knowledge in the human sciences can ever ignore or disclaim its author’s involvement as a human subject in his own circumstances, then it must also be true that for a European or American studying the Orient . . . he comes up against the Orient as a European or American first, as an individual second. It meant and means being aware, however dimly, that one belongs to a power with definite interests in the Orient, and more important, that one belongs to a part of the earth with a definite history of involvement in the Orient almost since the time of Homer.5


To take Said’s words to heart means that, as Westerners, we need to maintain awareness of the filters on our perspectives while we try to see more clearly through them. As an American writing this book, I cannot escape being from a power with definite interests and a long history in the Orient. Educated in the tradition of scientific reason, I cannot avoid applying those methodologies in my observations. And as a Caucasian woman, I cannot eschew membership in a group that is not only held up, in the reverse stereotype, as aggressive and castrating in contrast to the stereotype of the docile, submissive, remasculating Asian woman, but also has been guilty of racist “sour-grapeism.” (As the nameless Big Girl complains in James A. Michener’s 1953 novel Sayonara: “It’s no fun to be a State-side reject watching cute Japanese girls getting all the American men. . . . Damn them all!”) The partial solution, as Said suggests, is awareness, and perhaps trying, as much as possible, to let the facts of history and the voices of Asians speak for themselves. Also, it sometimes takes an outsider to be able to describe what insiders cannot see.


I was reminded of that one afternoon in Yogjakarta, the cultural heart of central Indonesia on the island of Java. I was invited to the home of a Javanese woman who was the area leader of the women’s branch of the country’s second-largest Islamic civic organization, called the Muhammadiyah. The organization is a big deal in Indonesia. There’s a competing one, called Nahdlatul Ulama, and the two, with a combined membership of about fifty million Indonesians, function as the social equivalent of church groups, Salvation Army-type charities, the Boy and Girl Scouts, YMCA/YWCAs, neighborhood watches, and community action groups. The women’s branch, Aisyiyah, runs kindergartens, foster care, orphanages, homes for the elderly, as well as an increasing number of schools and universities. Aisyiyah also provides election education and encourages women to get out and vote—and vote their own consciences instead of their husbands’.


The Yogjakarta head of Aisyiyah, Kamamah Suratno, had granted me an audience. Heavy-set, jowly, and of an indeterminate older age, she spread herself onto her Javanese settee on the covered front portico of her gated home and motioned for me to take the visitor’s chair while she held court for what was, presumably, one of thousands of times. It was too hot to sip the tea steaming from a glass on the table in front of me. Tropical fish swam languidly in a large tank to the side. It was about to thunderstorm. She spoke slowly, lauding the many activities of her group and the accomplishments of her life, chief among them, she said, was motherhood. I took notes politely and dabbed the sweat from my hairline before it could run too conspicuously down my temples. When she began to bring the discussion to a close without revealing much about herself, I decided to ask her to characterize her own personality and in what ways she viewed herself as typical or atypical of Javanese women.


“How could I do that?” she responded. “Just like the fish swimming here in the aquarium, how can it see itself? It is up to others to see it and to describe.” Plus, she added, there is no such thing as a typical Javanese. Or a typical anybody. “Culture is always changing,” she scolded. “I am a Javanese in the current of time. To say anything is ‘typical’ is static.” She was right, of course, both about the need for caution in making generalizations about a people and their characters, and also about needing an outside perspective.


While conducting this research, I was interested in the images we have in the West of, say, the Japanese geisha bowing to her customers, the tea-pouring office lady bowing to her bosses, or the oppressed housewife bowing to her husband. Japan still has geisha, office ladies, and housewives, but I wanted to understand how those women viewed their own ability to exercise power in their own lives—or not. I wanted to know whether they felt misperceived by Western perceptions of submissiveness and societal subjugation—when, in fact we only see surface behavior. They did. “The old stereotypes are totally irrelevant to how Japanese women live today,” the noted Japanese sociologist Mariko Fujiwara told me during the first five minutes of my first interview on my first full day of research in Japan. “It’s very difficult to find a submissive woman in our society. If they are submissive, it’s because they have a choice. Some people have a style of submissiveness, but that’s the position they choose to be in rather than one they are put in.” Cultural differences can be misleadingly superficial. So, I wondered, what does a modern portrait of Japanese women look like? Is it even possible to describe a people’s national character?


One early summer Saturday afternoon spent among the young women outside the 109 fashion store in the trendy Shibuya section of Tokyo, I got something of an answer. Mayumi was a twenty-one-year-old dental hygienist from the wealthy Saitama suburbs. Her hair was dyed the light caramel color currently in fashion, styled impeccably “Jennifer Aniston,” and hair-sprayed just below her shoulders. She carried a brown-with-gold patterned Louis Vuitton tote, wore a silver Bulgari hoop necklace and hoop earrings, and sported a Gucci watch. It goes without saying that her legs, arms, and torso were clothed in the latest denim attire as well, and she was on her way into the store with her friend Reiyu for a fashion update.


In many ways, Mayumi represented the type of young consumerist Japanese woman who spends thousands of dollars every month accessorizing herself, and that was why I had stopped her. Like many Japanese her age, she told me she had a boyfriend and that she hoped to marry by age twenty-four. (In Japan, twenty-four is traditionally the cutoff for being called the equivalent of “old maid” or “Christmas Cake,” due to a perceived expiration date of the 25th—day in the case of Christmas and year in the case of women.) Then she would have children and quit working. It was, in Japanese society, what good girls are supposed to say. But, when I asked her whether her expectations of life were typical of Japanese women, she balked. “I disagree with stereotypes,” she said, tossing her head. “Junin toiro!”


As she walked away, high heels clicking, my interpreter struggled to translate. “It’s a Japanese expression that literally means, ‘Ten people, ten colors,’” she explained. “Maybe you could translate it as, ‘Many people, many minds’?” The profundity of this toss-away phrase from a twenty-one-year-old fashion queen began to sink in. What if, in fact, people were so diverse and unique that, even if they behaved in ways according to societal convention, they, like this fashionable young woman, defied characterization? Trained in the British tradition of social anthropology, I hesitated a long while before coming to such a conclusion. After all, anthropology is a time-tested discipline that originated with Englishmen hiding behind the bushes of colonial Africa and describing the practices of the “savages” they saw. By its very nature, it seeks to characterize people as a group by their behaviors.


But what if, in our modernized world that has created skyscrapers, middle classes, and office workers where only farmers or factory workers labored before, cultural practices now matter much less than individual character? With the world connected by Internet, TV, and telephone; with Toyota sedans in the middle-class driveways of Asia, Starbucks and TGI Friday’s in Jakarta, Pret A Manger counters in Tokyo, Thai restaurants in Milwaukee and Raleigh, sushi in the American heartland, and McDonald’s and KFCs absolutely everywhere, how different are we, really?


Instead of Japanese women or Chinese women or Javanese women or Thai women having unique characteristics along their own ethnic or national lines, it seems more accurate to say that there are types of women in every society, both East and West, who have more in common with each other than with their fellow countrywomen. There are those with mean streaks or altruistic tendencies; the flighty or the serious; those who are content to be good, nurturing mothers or those who would rather have high-flying careers. The list goes on. There may well be national characteristics as to how people in a culture behave as a group, but as an individual, the field is wide open. A young professional living in a high-rise apartment in Beijing has more in common with a young professional living in a high-rise in New York than with a Chinese farm worker on the outskirts of her own city. The Chinese women may speak the same language, share the same customs of respecting the elderly and preferring a male heir, enjoy the same kind of tofu and steamed buns, etc., but at heart, the hopes, needs, and desires of the urban, educated, ambitious resident of one modern city are much the same as in the next.


BUT THE REASON WE HAVE STEREOTYPES is because they’re partly true,” I have been told, not just once but dozens of times by Western men with experiences in Asia. Yes, there are traditions in Asia, such as Confucianism, foot-binding, bride burning, and the like, that have helped form our notions of Asian women as “oppressed.” To this day, societal factors such as lack of education, lack of affordable child care, and prejudice against women managers keep many Asian women from advancing in the work force. But, to be fair, women in the United States and Europe also face institutionalized sexism, as evidenced by the enormous class action suit by women refused advancement by Wal-Mart, or the multi-million-dollar sex discrimination settlements by large Wall Street firms that currently employ women in only one out of five executive management positions. In Asia, it’s much the same story. Sex discrimination exists there, too. But Asian women also run major companies, as is shown later in these pages. They run more than half of all registered businesses in Thailand and the Philippines. Women in Asia who want successful careers—and who have the means for and access to education (and not all do, of course)—are able to have them. The Philippines has more women than men in the civil service, and it has more women elected to national public office than does the United States. Even Japan has close to the same ratio of women governors as the United States—four out of forty-seven, compared to six out of fifty. Thus, the stereotypes we still hold are based on old notions preserved, as if in aspic, by limited contact between East and West.


Then there is the issue of superficial cultural practices that contribute to the stereotypes, seen most clearly in interactions between Western men and Asian women. A number of Asian women say, explicitly, that their tactics (not their inner selves or core values) are different from Western women when it comes to male-female relations. It can be summed up, crudely, as something like, “Catch them first, reveal yourself later.” Here is how a Japanese friend who had lived for a time in the United States explained it. We were having lunch one day in the top-floor restaurant of the Grand Hyatt Tokyo, enjoying the same view depicted in the bar scenes in the movie Lost in Translation. She told me that she would not disagree with a man for perhaps as long as three years into a relationship.


I know Western men who marry Asian women and later find out the woman is boss. They thought that the women were going to be serving them! If they go out with Asian women for a long period of time, maybe more than three years, they will start to know they [the women] have guts. They try to get some power, but not until then. Control takes time. The typical way that Western people perceive from looking outside is seeing only the superficial, the outside package of Japanese women. If you are a Western man and you go out with an Asian woman for maybe a month to six months, they wouldn’t show themselves. You wouldn’t know. They would be hiding. Really. It takes time for them to reveal. It’s very cultural, I think. We are educated to have our opinion not to come to the front. We go with the group idea. On the surface, if you are an American man going out with Japanese women, I think you will feel, “She let me decide. Yeah, she let me do that. . . .” Maybe it’s boring sometimes for some men. She wouldn’t be too insistent on her ideas. So you feel, “Oh, how great. I can be a leader.” But after a while, she is just human, same as all the American women. She will show whatever is inside, and that’s when maybe the home conflict happens. Or that’s when maybe they will think, “I had a different thought about Japanese women or about Asian women.” But not until much later.


And it’s not just the men who may end up disillusioned, as shown in subsequent chapters. Sometimes, Asian women who think they are marrying a “more liberal” Western man end up clashing with that Western man’s expectations of having married a “more traditional” Asian woman. And marrying a Westerner—as desirable as it has been to hundreds of thousands of poor Asian women as their societies have strived to develop and modernize over the last century—is no longer as widespread a golden dream as it once was.


Once, at a Sichuan restaurant with a group of young professional Chinese in Guangzhou—a city of ten million that used to be called Canton and had several centuries of experience with Western settlers—the women expressed disdain at the idea of marrying an Englishman or American. After all, the urban standard of living is high in China now. Anybody who is anybody has domestic help. “If you marry a foreigner, you have to clean your own house and raise your children by yourself!” one of the women at dinner scoffed. “Only poor girls from the country are interested in foreigners.” Plus, another woman interjected, white guys who hang around in China without real jobs looking all googly-eyed at Chinese women (she made a face with her eyes crossed and tongue sticking out) are really just “losers” back in their own countries anyway. Not surprisingly, even though several of these women had been educated in Britain and the United States, they chose Chinese men as husbands.


Some women in Asia even believe the stereotypes to be reversed. Clara Chun Yu Ok, a famous Korean social commentator, author of eight books, and feminist, is one of them. She had lived in the United States as the first female Korean network TV correspondent posted abroad, and had formed an opinion while there. “I think Western women are far more submissive and more passive than Asian women,” she told me when I met her in Seoul. “They work hard and have a strong will, but American culture is so conservative and family oriented. They are always thinking about what kind of man they have. That’s what they talk about,” she said. “For an Asian woman, her highest value in life is not a man, it is a child, or responsibility for family or society. But not a man. She’s more independent than Western women in some sense. We have experienced tough things throughout history, so Asian women are tough.”


“Orient” versus Asia


In geographic scope, “the Orient” has come to be defined through Western conception as the Asian countries of the Pacific Rim: East Asia (China, Japan, Korea, and Taiwan), and Southeast Asia (Vietnam, Thailand, Singapore, the Philippines, Malaysia, Laos, Indonesia, Cambodia, Burma, and Brunei). The ancient division of the world into East and West had previously defined “the Orient” as also including the Middle East, South Asia, and Central Asia, whose populations are predominantly Islamic and Hindu. It began to change in conventional parlance, more or less, after the nineteenth century, as a result of the Franco-British colonial expansion. Victorian England’s tea, roses, and spices, which were imported from India, were Oriental. Later, the Biblical lands and India—because of their own unique religious and ethnic characters that we began to see as distinct through colonial contact—needed their own differentiations, narrowing the conception of “Oriental” to those cultures predominantly descended from Buddhist traditions.


Nonetheless, several countries remaining in the current conception of “Orient” do have Muslim populations. Indonesia, in fact, is the most populous Muslim-majority nation on earth, plus there’s Muslim-majority Malaysia and Brunei. Parts of Thailand, the Philippines, Vietnam, China, and Cambodia all have Muslim communities, some of which continue to agitate for separatism. The Islam practiced in the Southeast Asian context is generally more liberal than that in the Arab world, and is influenced by more moderate cultural factors. There is one majority Christian nation as well, the Philippines, and there are large Christian minority groups wherever Catholic and Protestant missionaries did battle for converts in the colonial era: in Vietnam, Indonesia, Singapore, South Korea and, to some extent, China. Not to leave out Hinduism, plantation workers brought by British masters to colonial Malaya left ethnic Indian communities in the two countries that sprang from it, Malaysia and Singapore. The island of Bali, in the middle of the Indonesian island chain, is majority Hindu, too. If you look hard, you can find tiny communities of Jains, Jews, and Zoroasters in Asia’s port cities, the descendants of merchant traders of long ago.


Because of this rich religious diversity, a more accurate way of dividing Asia would be into “Sinicized” and “Indianized”—influenced by the people of China and Buddhist/Confucian traditions, versus influenced by the people of India and Hindu/Buddhist/Muslim traditions. That would draw a dividing line, more less, between Vietnam (Sinicized) and every Asian country to its north, and Cambodia (Indianized) and every Asian country to its south and west, and including the Philippines. That means Japanese, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean people on one side, and Cambodian, Thai, Laotian, Burmese, Filipino, Indonesian, and Malay people on the other. Some scholars attribute the historical fractiousness of the Cambodian-Vietnamese border to this Sinicized Asia versus Indianized Asia division. Singapore, a tiny Sinicized piece of territory in an Indianized region, became a separate country after race riots due to this tension.


Such distinctions, however, came late to our concept of “Orient.” Our Western construction puts a Thai woman into the same category as a Vietnamese, an Indonesian into the same category as a Filipina. In our eyes, no matter how different in religion or tradition, they are all “Oriental” or “Asian.” And even that is not universal in the English language. “Asian” in Britain generally means someone of South Asian origin first (Indian, Pakistani, or Bangladeshi) and East Asian origin second; in the American context we tend to think of East Asians as “Asian” first before realizing that the word also includes South Asians as well.


It is only recently that Western cultures have begun to distinguish between Asian cultures at all. We were forced to in 1982 after the killing of Vincent Chin, a tragedy shocking in its lack of ethnic distinction. Chin, a Chinese-American, was beaten to death in Detroit by angry auto workers who shouted that “Japs” were taking all the jobs.


Now, the proliferation of sushi throughout the United States and western Europe in recent years has helped to increase the distinction between Japanese and Chinese food in the Western conception. Where the stomach goes first, the mind sometimes follows. The distinctions don’t extend far, however, as this dialog on the Fox Network cartoon comedy King of the Hill illustrates.


       HANK: So are ya Chineeese or Japaneeese


       KAHN: I am from Laos, you stupid redneck!


       HANK AND FRIENDS: (silence)


       KAHN: You know, LAOS! West of Vietnam, north of Cambodia, east of Thailand.


       HANK AND FRIENDS: (silence)


       KAHN: I’m Lay-Oh-Shun!


       HANK: OKAY! So are you Chineeese or Japaneeese?


On the other hand, the fact that this joke even exists may be evidence of changing perceptions. As we begin examining where our perceptions came from and why they are so firmly entrenched in our consciousness, it is useful to maintain an awareness of our constructed prisms—the ones we use to see Asian people as alike; the ones we use to make judgments about a Thai economist and her British husband; the ones we use to insist that the stereotypes about Asian women are true; and the ones we use to indulge in wide-eyed exultations of “the East” through the dancers at the girlie bars of Bangkok. We will examine the facets of the Asian Mystique, and watch them slowly fade away. To do so requires that we start at the beginning, when West first met East.




Mystery, Sex, Fear, and Desire: A Brief History


MYSTERY AND SEX, FEAR, AND DESIRE. It is how we have written about, thought about, and conceived of the East for much of our 2,500 years of recorded contact. The “Orient” has always meant lands far away, full of opulence and sensuality, danger, depravity, and opportunity. The West has sought to understand Asia within this context since the time of the ancient Greeks. Whether we know this history or not, we are all the recipients of received cultural perceptions that affect how we think, what we think, and what we think we know.


China’s Empress Dowager was a victim of this perception—of one of the most extensive hoaxes, slander, and libel campaigns ever committed in the history of the world. It is worth examining her story because it is one of the clearest examples we have of how the Asian Mystique worked to distort history and how that distortion caused a ripple-effect of distortions forever after. It is because of the empress, Tzu Hsi, that we think “Dragon Lady” in association with Asian women who wield power. Her name means “Empress of the West,” because she lived in the pavilions on the west side of the Forbidden City in Beijing. She is why the image of “Dragon Lady” even exists in our consciousness—and it is not even her fault.


In fact, historians writing after her death in 1908 determined that she was an admirable and sympathetic woman about five feet tall, slim, strikingly pretty and well-proportioned, with delicate hands, arched eyebrows, a high nose, full-well shaped lips, a stunning smile, and a “sweet feminine voice.” She was fond of flattery, pretty clothes, Pekingese dogs, and chrysanthemums.1 Solitary and pensive, Tzu Hsi’s nature was to remain private. As a Buddhist, she consciously tried to emulate the Buddha’s serene watchfulness. For this reason, the Chinese members of her court called her, with affection, “Old Buddha.” She was, as Sterling Seagrave writes in his meticulously researched biography Dragon Lady: The Life and Legend of the Last Empress of China, much like Queen Victoria, who, while in power at the same time, earned none of the condemnation that was heaped on the Empress Dowager in the pages of history. Seagrave writes:


Even now, [the] reptilian image of the Empress Dowager is difficult to shake because it provides a satisfying justification for Western actions in China during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, actions that otherwise look foolish or outrageous. . . . She lived in a world of conspiracy and poisonings and forced suicides, but a careful reexamination of the evidence shows that she did not commit any of them.


So, what happened? How did this pleasant, serene woman leave a ghastly legacy so evil and vicious that it affects our stereotypes and images of Asian women today?


The empress was a victim of not only political shenanigans, but of Western pornographic fiction passed off as fact by a charlatan. Invented accounts of her life written after her death were full of scandal, sex, and evil presented in convincing detail and held to be true for decades. When Oxford University Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper looked into the matter and exposed this deceit in 1974, even his unmasking referred to the empress in the same dark terms coined in the fictional works. “The con man had been exposed, but his counterfeit material was still bedrock scholarship,” writes Seagrave. But Seagrave’s own book, because of its Dragon Lady title, plays its part in keeping up the fiction, despite refuting the myth. Clearly, it’s too late. The image of the Dragon Lady is indelible.


AT SIXTEEN, the pleasant and well-mannered woman, known then as Lady Yehenara, was chosen to be one of the many concubines of the Manchu Emperor. For a two-month period of her life, when she was twenty years old, she became his favorite concubine and then bore him a son. Even though he discarded her after that, being mother to an heir made her the most powerful member of the imperial household after the emperor’s death. Because the Forbidden City was off limits to foreigners as well as to ordinary Chinese, we in the West knew almost nothing about the empress until 1898, when she was already sixty-three.


That year, the Empress Dowager—as any monarch would have—cracked down on a group of political reformers including a radical called Kang Yu-wei who escaped to Japan. Some British journalists who were based in Beijing were on friendly terms with Kang, whom history later judged a mere self-promoter with few ideas. The journalists, as well as a few missionary activists who believed Kang to be a proponent of American-style democracy, started promoting him as a hero.


From exile, Kang became an early twentieth-century Ahmed Chalabi, promoting his agenda to unseat the Manchu regime through the press, while having little evidence behind his assertions. He insisted that the empress was an “evil hag” who was keeping the young emperor imprisoned and plied with drugs and alcohol while she plotted to get rid of him. He said she looted the imperial treasury. And Kang also claimed that the chief imperial eunuch still had his “manhood,” and was one of a multitude of lovers and co-conspirators. He called the empress a “depraved palace concubine,” and a murderer.


Correspondents from the Times of London printed these assertions, and then began using words such as “that awful old harridan,” accusing her of poisoning, strangling, beheading, or forcing the suicide of anyone who would challenge her rule.2 In reality, the empress was simply avoiding needed reforms that she eventually was forced to implement anyway; and by the time she did, the Manchu Dynasty was so weakened that it was on the brink of collapse.


The terrible Boxer siege of the Peking foreign legion in 1900, during which foreigners were erroneously reported (by The New York Times) to have been boiled in oil as well as massacred en masse, was blamed on the empress.3 But, in retrospect, “it was actually provoked by the bullying and hysterical behavior of Westerners who shot hundreds of Chinese civilians, imperial soldiers and mandarins before the siege began and brought the consequences down upon their own heads.” One of those same Times of London correspondents reported a version of the siege—reprinted all over the world—that omitted these details, as well as worse acts perpetrated by foreigners and blamed on the Chinese; they were later found in his private diary.4


But that’s not the full extent.


The next crime of history was carried out by the pornographic charlatan Edmund Blackhouse. He was a linguist, fluent in both Mandarin and Manchu, who teamed up with one of the Times of London correspondents to write two books, in 1910, two years after the death of Tzu Hsi, and in 1914, as the weakened post-empress regime was in collapse and civil war spread throughout the country. Blackhouse claimed to have uncovered court archives that confirmed that the empress was a wicked degenerate who disposed of rivals with poisoned cakes and kept false eunuchs behind the walls of the Forbidden City for her sexual pleasure, as the dissident Kang had falsely asserted.


In his subsequent memoirs in 1943, Decadence Mandchoue, Blackhouse went even further. He claimed to have had a six-year affair with the empress—when he was twenty-nine and she was already sixty-seven—and that it included perhaps 200 sexual encounters with her. He writes of accompanying her, in disguise, to a homosexual brothel where she commanded him to have sex with men, as he said he had boasted to her of doing innumerable times, for her amusement. On another occasion at the Summer Palace, he writes, the Grand Eunuch Li confided that the Dowager has


an abnormally large clitoris, which she was in the habit of rubbing on the anus of her partner. . . . Li anointed my secret parts [with sandalwood oil, then] accompanied me to the phoenix couch, and the Empress exclaimed: “My bed is cold . . . now exhibit to me your genitals for I know I shall love them.”


Blackhouse described being required to perform oral sex on the elderly woman, and of her inserting her fingers into his anus.5


England was just coming out of the Victorian era, after all, and libidinous conduct was still the stuff of forbidden fantasies. Blackhouse claimed that court eunuchs obtained sexual gratification from ducks, and that ladies of the court enjoyed having their private parts licked by dogs. He writes that the empress once told him, “You are now permitted to have me, but just before you are coming let me know. I want you to take your tool out and put it in my mouth, so that I may swallow the semen and thus enjoy a tonic.” He claims that she said his semen tasted sour, adding, “Don’t apologize. I like it and enjoy the tart flavor.”6


Blackhouse’s account gets more fantastical when he writes of a visit to the empress’s tomb, after its looting by Nationalist Chinese troops in 1928 (twenty years after her death). He claims that he could see her “once beautiful pudenda [genitalia] which I had formerly, to her pleasure and my own, so playfully fondled . . . displayed before us in their full sacrilegious nudity, the pubic hair still abundant.” Yes, twenty years after she died. He adds that he heroically “covered up Her Majesty’s secret parts from the gaze of the vulgar.”7 The book was a sensation in England.


We didn’t have to believe these fabrications. After the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, a number of books and magazine articles written by the women residents of Beijing appeared. American artist Katherine Carl, the missionary Sarah Conger, and the British First Secretary’s wife Lady Susan Townley all had met the empress on more than one occasion, were favorably impressed, and recorded as much. But “the verdict of male reviewers has been that these appraisals were ‘uninformed’ and trivial,” Seagrave concludes. The women’s accounts were simply ignored, swept away by the fashion of casting the Empress Dowager as an evil relic of the depraved, imperial past in a country that was then, temporarily, a new republic. Historians of the early twentieth century instead relied on Blackhouse’s falsified accounts, and then cited each other, creating a web of falsehood that passed as scholarship for decades.


The fall of the decadent Manchu empire had to be blamed on someone. While it was largely the fault of the feckless emperor, who indulged himself with various women of the palace and spent little time governing properly, Tzu Hsi was his last surviving wife or concubine, and she was guilty only of being resistant to change.


“What caught Western fancy was the idea that the emperor of China had been made witless by too much fornication, so any woman who participated must be depraved,” Seagrave writes. “The sad truth is that [the emperor] needed no help falling apart.” And the even sadder truth is that we made the reputation of the empress pay for it.


In yet another example of likely distorted history, Empress Wu Zetian made her rise to power in China by becoming the favorite concubine of a Tang Dynasty emperor at age fourteen. After he died, she became that of his married son, whose wife she then eliminated by accusing her (falsely) of killing her baby daughter. This empress created secret police to spy on her opposition and cruelly jailed or eliminated anyone in her way. But that’s only the version of history we know now. As we can see from the fabrications of the Empress Dowager, who knows what really happened. The “official” histories of Empress Wu, many of which are conflicting, were not written until 300 years after her death—by Confucians who did not believe women had the right to rule. So, what we know of her in the West is selectively translated salacious commentary from the Confucians’ works.


Additionally, as it turns out, eight women have occupied the Chrysanthemum Throne of Japan throughout history but, because their stories never resulted in widely translated tales of murder, sex, and intrigue, their names, unlike Empress Wu and the Empress Dowager of China, are unrecognizable to those in the West.


The myths have persisted because it is easy for the Western mind to imagine Asian women with power as decadent, sexually depraved, and fear-inspiring. We have been doing it ever since Aphrodite. Of course, powerful Western women do not easily escape “witch-ification” either, witness Margaret Thatcher and Hillary Clinton. But what is different about Asian women is the sexual component, and it is due to our history.


Aphrodite, the powerful goddess of the ancient Greeks, was modeled on the Whore of Babylon (her origins in the cults of Ishtar of the Assyrians and Babylonians, and Astarte of the Phoenicians)—making her of “Oriental” origin. The Greeks worshipped her as the goddess of love, beauty, sex appeal, and fertility, and depicted her naked or scantily clad (Botticelli’s painting “The Birth of Venus” was inspired by the cult of Aphrodite, and technically the “Venus de Milo” statue in the Louvre museum also is Aphrodite); she sparked the Trojan War in order to win a beauty contest; she was the patron goddess of prostitutes. She was the first to transmit to the Europeans the “idea of the Orient as female, voluptuous, decadent, amoral—in short as dangerously seductive,” writes Ian Buruma in The Missionary and the Libertine. “There has been a sensual, even erotic element in encounters—imaginary or real—between East and West since the ancient Greeks.”


The merchants of ancient Rome discovered the sensual mysteries of luxury goods—fabrics, fragrances, and exotic spices—traded along the perilous Silk Route to ancient Cathay. Traders were mystified, for example, by the marvelously strong and luxurious cloth called silk until the eggs of the mulberry tree moth were smuggled back to Rome in the sixth century. The already precarious sea and land routes to China were by then becoming effectively barred to Western traders due to the rise of Islam and the violence that accompanied it; and in 878, China closed its doors to all foreigners, to remain secret and mysterious for centuries.8


It wasn’t until the thirteenth century that trade resumed, and Marco Polo headed off, returning to Europe in 1295 with breathless, fantastical tales of a land of freely available sex. In households along the Silk Route, he reports, “They give positive orders to their wives, daughters, sisters, and other female relations, to indulge their guests every wish, whist they themselves leave their homes and retire into the city, and the stranger lives in the house with the females as if they were his own wives.”9


In Beijing, where Kublai Khan was holding power, Polo writes, “the Great Khan sends thither his officers who collect for him 100 or more of the handsomest of the young women, according to the estimation of beauty communicated to them in their instructions.” After being ranked according to beauty and having the less attractive women weeded out,


they are divided into parties of five, each taking turn for three days and three nights, in his majesty’s interior apartment, where they are to perform every service that is required of them, and he does with them as he likes. When this term is completed, they are relieved by another party, and in this manner successively, until the whole number have taken their turn; when the first five recommence their attendance.10


Outside the palace walls in Beijing, Polo writes, “The number of public women who prostitute themselves for money, reckoning those in the new city as well as those in the suburbs of the old, is 25,000.” Of Kin-sai, south of Soochow, he writes:


These women [courtesans] are accomplished and are perfect in the arts of caressing and fondling which they accompany with expressions adapted to every description of person. Strangers who have once tasted of their charms remain in a state of fascination and become so enchanted by their wanton arts, that they can never forget the impression. Thus intoxicated with sensual pleasures, when they return to their homes they report that they have been in Kin-Sai, or The Celestial City, and look forward to the time when they may be enabled to revisit this paradise.11


And of Tibet, he writes:


A scandalous custom, which could only proceed from the blindness of idolatry, prevails amongst the people of these parts, who are disinclined to marry young women so long as they are in their virgin state, but require, on the contrary, that they should have had previous commerce with many of the other sex. This, they assert, is pleasing to their deities and believe that a woman who has not had the company of men is worthless.12


Marco Polo leaves unclear whether he partook of any of this wanton behavior himself—as, oddly, he never once noted that Chinese women of the time had bound feet. It is likely that he met other travelers along the Silk Route and, as traveler’s tales have done from time immemorial, they recounted overstated, inflated versions that captured the European’s thirst for the exotic, sexual, and mysterious.


Polo’s words had influence. Writers such as Chaucer and Dante drew upon Polo’s works to depict “ladies and damsels who dallied with them to their hearts’ content.” After reading Polo’s account, Christopher Columbus jotted the words, “They do not want wives save from among the women who have already had intercourse,” and that “men offer their wives and their daughters to passing travelers.”13


It was from a Franciscan Friar, who spent three years in Beijing in the early 1300s, that we learned of Chinese women binding their feet and mandarins growing their fingernails to extravagant lengths. But in the middle of that century, the hugely popular Travels, by Sir John Mandeville, originally in French and translated into ten languages, “played a leading role in consolidating the fabulous myth of Cathay.”14 The tales were cobbled together from a variety of unreliable sources, and made such claims as that the Orient was at the center of an archipelago inhabited by sea monsters, some with ears down to their knees, some headless, and some with pendulous lips. Because the Far East closed again in 1368, during the xenophobic reign of the Ming Dynasty, no one was able to refute this nonsense. The peril-fraught Travels, along with Marco Polo’s accounts of the sexually available women of Cathay, became the authoritative accounts of the East for the next 200 years of Renaissance Europe.15


Immorality and Condemnation


When the East opened again in the sixteenth century, traveling missionaries spreading Christianity added to the dual mystiques of sex and danger. The first missionaries to reach China were brutally tortured and executed, and some were persecuted in Japan as well, lending to the reputation of the savage East that had to be brought under Western influence and civilized. The Jesuit Matteo Ricci, the first Westerner to reach grudging acceptance by the Chinese and to really learn the language, set up in Macau and then Canton in the 1580s. He lauded foot-binding for keeping Chinese women chastely at home, and noted that the difficulties of learning classical Chinese curbed “youthful licentiousness” among Chinese men who, he said, were too much prone to homosexual practice. Elaborately dressed male prostitutes prowled the streets of Beijing, along with another 40,000 female prostitutes, he reported when he relocated there in 1601. “This people is really to be pitied rather than censured,” he concludes.16


The Spanish, however, who had conquered the Philippines in 1565, did have censure in mind. Before they arrived, Philippine women had had the right to inherit property, keep their names upon marriage, and divorce for any reason. The pre-Christian Philippine creation myth held that men and women were created by splitting bamboo into two equal parts, assigning women neither physical nor intellectual weakness, nor inferiority. Women healers and priestesses, called Babaylan, held high positions of leadership in society, and they were deemed most powerful when they were both beautiful and sexually experienced.
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