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Introduction: 

Welcome and Thank You 

 

I have a lot of feelings.  Soft feelings, hard feelings.  Happy, hopeful feelings.  Bitter, 

undesirable feelings.  Often, we view feelings as squishy—personal and subjective, therefore 

private and apolitical.  Even within ourselves, our feelings can often seem reflexive and out of 

our own control.  This thesis represents my attempt to hold these squishy feelings and look at 

them up close, from different angles.  In doing so, I hope to see how our affects may not only be 

personal to ourselves, but also highly communal, performative, and regulated by and within 

communities. 

Affects—our feelings, emotions, and moods—are a matter of political and intellectual 

concern.  Different political aims often mobilize our affects and manipulate them to conform to 

certain desirable shapes.  Thus, paying attention to affects—the ways they are evoked, 

politicized, and ascribed (un)desirability—may help us stay close to our own needs and the needs 

of our community. 

The following essays touch on affects in a variety of places, from clinical medicine to 

Asian American consciousness to my own Chinese American family.  These places may seem to 

have few things in common, but all are personally significant to me.  Practicing medicine, 

performing social justice advocacy, and parenting are united in that they all involve care work.  

Care work is a rich place to observe affects, since it often involves nurturing, healing, and 

navigating the feelings of others.  It is, in my opinion, the most important kind of work there is—

the kind that activates the potential energy of bodies to bring about joy and freedom and other 

radical potentials of care. 



 

This project has come a long way from where it began.  Its early shapes were informed 

by my interest in trauma narratives and the potential for these narratives to bring individual and 

collective healing.  I was curious about how the particular process of narrativizing our trauma 

through stories is sometimes therapeutic.  Trauma narratives invite the survivor to write, 

externalize, and reuptake their story, over and over again, in iterative cycles.  I wondered how 

experiencing these narratives can be therapeutic to us as well, as readers of the text.  How we can 

feel so distanced yet close to a story and someone else’s body at the same time. 

This interest in trauma narratives gradually transformed into a general curiosity about 

affects.  Previously, I read affect theory in another literature class.  Within stories, particularly 

those informed by trauma, there is some component of the narrative that escapes language.  

These are the affects of the text, living within the language yet creating emotional effects that 

seem to reach beyond the text.  Affects are embodied experiences, meaning we understand them 

with our whole bodies, not only through intellectual and cognitive processing.  The most 

compelling books, to me, are affective experiences.  They reach outside themselves to touch me, 

deeply moving and affecting. 

I dedicate this work to those texts, people, and experiences that have affected me.  This is 

a collection of essays about affects, the flows that move us to feeling and carry the potential to 

move us towards truth, towards one another, and towards more joyful futures.  The first piece in 

this collection, “Critical Beginnings” provides a brief overview of affect theory.  It also 

introduces several theoretical concepts taken up throughout the project, including Eve 

Sedgwick’s concept of texture and critiques of binaristic thinking.  The second essay, “Making 

Theory from Peaches: Texture and Affect in Li-Young Lee’s ‘From Blossoms,’” employs affect 

theory in a poetry analysis.  The textured nature of the peaches in “From Blossoms” frames 



 

eating as both a bodily and deeply affective experience, undermining conventional object-subject 

and mind-body dualisms.  The third essay, “Radical Empathy in the Clinic: Affective Labor and 

Performativity in Leslie Jamison’s ‘The Empathy Exams,’” applies theory on affective labor to 

literary analysis of a medical humanities narrative.  Reading Leslie Jamison’s “The Empathy 

Exams” with critical theories of empathy shows empathy as a performative affective exchange.  

Care is discussed as a potentially transformative force in clinical medicine, yet also vulnerable to 

neoliberal co-optation. 

While the first three pieces establish critical positionings and literary applications, the 

rest of the project combines both critical and personal writing to explore racialized affects.  “In 

Praise of Undesirable Emotions” pays homage to theorists Sianne Ngai, Sara Ahmed, and Cathy 

Park Hong, whose works center the potency of bad, ugly, and minor feelings to evoke powerful 

cultural critique.  This critical work is interwoven with personal writing about my own 

experiences performing care work as a Crisis Counselor, my self-conscious ambivalence at the 

way my Chinese American family shows love, and the conditional love America shows its POC 

residents.  An early version of this essay was awarded the 2021 Max Apple Award in Creative 

Nonfiction Writing through Fondren Library, which was an unexpected surprise. 

The fifth work in the collection, “Good Asian Daughters: An Interview with My Older 

Sister,” creatively recounts an interview I conducted with my older sister, Vickie.  It represents 

only a fragment of many private conversations about our upbringings and experiences with 

Chinese American girlhood.  I see this work as the companion piece, or sister essay, to “In Praise 

of Undesirable Emotions.”  Our conversation reflects the ongoing, dialectical way my identity as 

a daughter diverges from and merges with hers.  The sixth and final piece, “The Politics of 



 

Feelings,” investigates the advantages, challenges, and limitations associated with building a 

politics of feelings. 

My affects while writing this thesis: excited, accomplished, proud.  Apprehensive, 

frustrated, despairing.  Anxious and fearful—especially towards the end.  So much fear.  Now 

that it is almost over, I do not understand how anyone writes anything ever.  It is so difficult and 

demoralizing.  Nothing feels complete or polished enough.  Last year, I went to Kiese Laymon’s 

reading for his memoir Heavy.  When someone asked him when he felt his book was “finished,” 

the author laughed and said it felt “finished” when the editors told him his time was up. 

I am “finishing” this thesis by imagining myself tying it up with a bow that can easily 

come undone.  Someday, when I draft my first book, maybe I will revisit these essays, 

inadvertently cringe a bit at the underdeveloped prose, and then rework some of these old ideas 

into new forms.  Maybe I will remember the constant pressure to create a product I could feel 

proud of, and how that burden made me procrastinate and avoidant.  Maybe I will recall the 

process of doing this project—the pain and euphoria of writing, the months of meticulous 

planning and thinking and research all blown apart by a creative urge to draft entire unplanned 

essays over one fanatical weekend.  At the end of it all, at least, I have this thesis.  This 

collection of six essays, this intellectual and academic culmination of my university days.  My 

burdensome labor, my baby. 

I would like to thank Dr. Krista Comer, for her mentorship and for pushing my ideas and 

writing further than I could do myself.  Thank you as well to Dr. Sarah Ellenzweig and Dr. Ian 

Schimmel, for their guidance and teaching as well.  I am overwhelmingly grateful for my cohort 

(Sophia, Micah, Ruhi, Alyce, Ev, George, Ryan, Rebecca, and Taylor), whose company, humor, 

and critiques reminded me that we are always doing this work in community.  Thank you to my 



 

sister, for allowing me to interview her and for her support throughout this project.  Thank you to 

my parents, for showing up during my presentation and for having a sense of humor regarding 

the things I wrote about them.  Thank you to my friends (Brianna, Sophia, Sabrina) for the times 

we united in mutual thesis panic and tirelessly encouraged one another, completely confident in 

each other’s abilities to pull this off. 

This is for all of you. 

  



 

I 

Critical Beginnings 

 

Philosophies of the Body 

Every discipline deals, in some way, with bodies. 

The natural sciences, perhaps most obviously, are deeply invested in 

understanding bodies.  In particular, they examine human ones through the use of 

experimentation, observation, and careful, lovely dissections.  Here are the components 

of a body, here are the organs, the fascia and other tissues.  Here are the criteria for being 

a mammal, for being a vertebrae, for being alive. 

Critical theory concerns itself with the aestheticization of the body, particularly 

along racial, gender, and class lines.  Representations of the body in literature and art are 

not only descriptive but prescriptive as well, depicting permissible subjectivities for what 

you may look like, what you may be, and who you may become. 

Meanwhile, a long tradition in philosophy remains ambivalent about the body.  

Plato (429?-347 B.C.E.) viewed the physical form as an inferior imitation of ideals—the 

body is flawed, material, and transient, whereas the mind and the soul are imaginative, 

infinite, and transcendent.  This dichotomy between the world/materiality and the 

spirit/transcendence is compatible with views espoused by many major religions. 

Modern mind-body dualism finds its origins in René Descartes (1596-1650), who 

famously stated cogito, ergo sum (Latin: “I think, therefore I am”).  Descartes means this 



 

not as some self-motivational motto or endorsement of the practice of manifesting.  

Rather, cogito, ergo sum is a declaration of existence. 

Cognition necessitates a Self, a Thinker, to perform the cognition.  This Thinker, 

in the tradition of Western philosophy and history, is implicitly marked white and male, 

erasing the minds and capabilities of women and people of color.  The dictum also 

betrays a sort of anxiety for the Thinker.  The essence of the mind is to think.  In fact, the 

mind must think—it has to—in order to prove to itself that it exists.  Cogito, ergo sum is, 

in some ways, a view of selfhood that seems deeply lonely.  The Self can hypothesize 

that Thinking Others exist beyond the Self, but those existences cannot be rationally 

confirmed.  Here, Descartes slips off into a self-isolating solipsism. 

Each way of theorizing and representing the body carries its own unique 

implications for how we view ourselves and our relationships with others.  There are 

stakes involved in what we believe.  An important question to weigh, in my mind, is not 

only what the theory is, but also what it does. 

Some questions I consider in this project include: How does affect theory link 

bodies together, destabilizing Cartesian representations of the self as self-contained?  

How does this influence my investment in advocacy and the well-being of others?  How 

and to what ends do we control or modulate the affects of others? 

And through the process of asking and formulating responses to these questions, 

how might a politics of feeling—built on the connections between bodies—bring about 

radical possibilities for joy, equality, and freedom? 

 



 

A Brief History of Affect Theory 

Affect theory, predictably, refers to the study of affects. 

In simple terms, affect theory is the systematic study of feeling.  It theorizes what 

we feel, how we induce feelings in others, and how our feelings drive us to and from 

(in)action.  Philosopher Brian Massumi (b. 1956) describes affect as “the capacity to 

affect and be affected.”  Closely related to emotions, moods, and passions, affects are 

embodied subjective experiences that vary in intensity and modulate between bodies.  

The collective experience of a body affecting and being affected by others can be 

described by a singular phenomena—that is, affection. 

Many affect scholars draw from the early work of Baruch Spinoza (1633-1677), a 

contemporary and critic of Descartes’.  Much of Spinoza’s philosophical work explores 

embodiment and subjective experience.  As he writes in The Ethics (1677), “I shall 

consider human actions and desires in exactly the same manner, as though I were 

concerned with lines, planes, and solids.”  Spinoza introduces a way of understanding the 

body centered around affects: “affections of the body by which the body's power of 

acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same time, the ideas of 

these affections.” 

According to Spinoza, affects arise from the interactions between bodies, leading 

to a change in the body’s potentia agendi—the power or capacity to act.  This theory of 

affect resists Cartesian formulations of the body and critiques individualism, instead 

offering a view of the social world as shared and embodied.  This critique is increasingly 

relevant when addressing Western neoliberalist frameworks, which value capitalism and 



 

individualism as foundational enterprises of modern neoliberal societies.  Neoliberal 

society runs on competition, on continued subjugation of the already-marginalized.  

There is a distance here, between competitors, that allows this exploitation.  In contrast, 

the affective body is never alone, but rather constantly in the process of moving and 

being moved, engaged in an irreducible entanglement. 

Scholarship on affect and affection is rooted in the work of Spinoza as well as 

modern thinkers from a variety of disciplines, such as Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995), Félix 

Guattari (1930-1992), Henri Bergson (1859-1941), Silvan Tomkins (1911-1991), and Eve 

Sedgwick (1950-2009).  Affect theory has been taken up by a wide variety of disciplines 

in recent years—psychology, sociology, neuroscience, queer theory, literary theory, 

among others. 

 

Affect and Discourse 

It is useful to look at affect theory in conversation with other approaches to critical 

theory.  Affect theory speaks against what was for many years a prevailing paradigm in 

the humanities and social sciences—that is, discourse theory.  Discourse theory posits 

that our primary means of perceiving and representing the world is discursive, or built on 

semiotics and language.  Discourse studies draws its roots from historian Michel Foucault 

(1926-1984), whose work has been especially seminal in tracing relationships between 

language and knowledge production on a variety of subjects, including sexuality, 

Western prison systems, and clinical medicine. 



 

Within the past few decades, however, some humanities and social science 

scholars have expressed renewed interest in affects.  This interest has prompted a shift in 

scholarship known as the affective turn.  Affect scholars are interested in understanding 

types of experiences traditionally neglected by discursive representation—experiences 

like feelings, sensations, and the material body.  Many define affect accordingly as a sort 

of pre- or extra-discursive excess.  They claim affect is incoherent, speechless.  It spills 

out of the containers we try to put it in. 

Although affect often escapes discursive representation, it still relies on a variety 

of material and immaterial structures to function and circulate.  For example, we express 

our affects—subconsciously or purposefully—in every interaction through an affective 

“language” from which affects gain coherence.  Sometimes discursive representation is a 

necessary part of this language, as affective language includes many systems of 

representation: verbal talk, written words, body language, facial expressions, tone, 

timing, rituals, customs, performances, positioning, etc. 

In the same way that language passes between interlocutors with shared 

knowledge, so too does affect operate through fluency and circulation in a community.  

Beyond the individual experience, affect theory interrogates feeling as a cultural, social, 

and political production, circumscribed by multi-dimensional systems of representation. 

 

Theoretical Positionings 

A notable application of affect studies not explicitly addressed in this project are 

the affect sciences, which consider biological and cognitive accounts of emotion.  Affect 



 

sciences tend to focus on individual experiences—the relationship between feelings, 

cognition, and consciousness—rather than approach affects as relational phenomena.  

The physiological mechanisms of affect, while certainly interesting and important, have 

largely been productions of scientific research operating on traditional paradigms of 

mind-body dualism, positivism, and rationalism.  These paradigms warrant their own 

critiques, explored more throughout this project. 

Instead, I approach affects in this project from a postmodern sensibility.  I am less 

interested in explicating the causes of affective phenomena as I am in observing the 

movement and effects of these phenomena.  Here, I borrow the words of a superior 

thinker, the prolific queer and literary scholar Eve Sedgwick.  In Touching Feeling: 

Affect, Pedagogy, and Performativity (2002), her seminal text on affect theory, Sedgwick 

explores emotion in literature and critiques binaristic thinking.  I borrow from her 

approach to affects, which she describes as “shifting the emphasis...away from the recent 

fixation on epistemology (which suggests that performativity/performance can show us 

whether or not there are essential truths...)” and instead “asking new questions about 

phenomenology and affect (what motivates performativity and performance, for example, 

and what individual and collective effects are mobilized in their execution?).” 

The orientation of my approach in this project, thus, veers more towards the 

interesting ways affects are performed, as well as the ways by which bodies initiate and 

encounter these affective performances.  Studying affect as a social and relational 

production also opens space for conversations about another major investment of this 



 

project—the transformative potential of affects in facilitating personal, communal, and 

social change. 

 

Texture 

Embodiment is messy.  Embodiment describes the experiences of mind, body, and 

all other parts of the self.  The mind, body, spirit, and soul all bleed together.  Affect 

theory takes the messiness of embodiment very seriously. 

Embodiment is entangled—it is a knotted bundle of subjectivity and relationality 

and corporeality.  Paying attention to entanglement allows us to complicate and probe our 

thinking.  For example, entanglement challenges the classic binaries we tend to use to 

structure our thinking—binaries which position concepts in ontological opposition, such 

as those between body and mind, feeling and thinking, subjective and objective, agentic 

and passive, material and abstract, and Other and Self. 

Entanglement is difficult to study.  How do we represent that which escapes our 

most familiar forms of cognition and representation? 

To begin, we might consider an example: the binary between subject and object.  

In Touching Feeling, Eve Sedgwick offers “promising tools and techniques for 

nondualistic thought”—that is, thought which resists binary opposition and embraces 

complexity.  Key to Sedgwick’s thinking is her interest in “textures.”  For Sedgwick, 

texture is the living, tactile surface of an object.  In contrast to normative subject-object 

dichotomies which privilege the subject’s agency and activity over the object’s passivity 

and stability, texture imbues an object with the capacity to preserve and witness its own 



 

history.  In this way, the affective object is a body with potential—one capable of 

affecting other bodies and being affected in turn. 

When we encounter an object—an essay, a chair, a cat, a star—our inclination is 

to perceive it from a distance, believing it is possible to observe something while leaving 

it untouched.  However, Sedgwick states that texture “makes a nonsense out of any 

dualistic understanding of agency and passivity—to touch is already to reach out...and 

always to understand that other people or natural forces have done this already before in 

the making of the textured object.”  As Sedgwick notes, we are constantly feeling and 

imbuing texture through touch.  

Here, touch refers to a variety of senses “beyond the visual and haptic” that 

produce sensations experienced by the body.  When we touch an object and feel its 

texture, we recognize both it and ourselves as not entirely passive, not fully agentic, but 

rather both meeting somewhere in “the middle ranges of agency.” 

A text, too, can carry texture.  A story has the potential to surprise.  In her essay 

“Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re so Paranoid, You Probably Think 

This Essay is About You,” Sedgwick teaches us how to read.  She offers reparative 

reading as a counterpoint to paranoid reading, which reads to excavate the hidden truth 

behind a text.  Paranoid reading is motivated by the hermeneutics of suspicion, a term 

used to describe the thinking of Karl Marx (1818-1883), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-

1900), and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939).  These “men of suspicion” are paranoid, critical 

of the world as it seems, and hypervigilant for incriminating evidence of their suspicions. 



 

While the hermeneutics of suspicion are often important in critiquing and pointing 

out systemic oppression, they sometimes leave little room for non-paranoid possibilities 

and experiences.  Sedgwick laments how paranoid inquiry “comes to seem entirely 

coextensive with critical theoretical inquiry rather than being viewed as one kind of 

cognitive/affective theoretical practice among other, alternative kinds.”  For queer 

studies, paranoia and repression construct their own narratives about queer identity which 

may reinscribe the very systems they attempted to critique.  In response to the 

hermeneutics of suspicion, which represent the dominant paradigm of critical theory, 

Sedgwick offers an alternative practice—that of reparative reading. 

Reparative reading opens itself to surprises and being surprised.  The text is not so 

deceptive, with a meaning to be extracted, but rather complex and to some extent always 

beyond our expectations.  The text is textured, existing in the middle ranges of agency.  

The reparative reader, through touching and feeling the text, opens themselves to affect 

and be affected.  In a similar way, bodies encounter one another all the time.  We open 

ourselves to be read, hoping to receive in response the freedom, respect, and affection we 

need to live. 

Touching produces texture.  In exchange, texture carries the trace of the touches 

that have made and unmade it before.  With an appreciation for texture, we approach 

objects with a kind of humility—with an understated understanding of our own impact, 

and a reverence for the interconnectedness of it all. 

An essay, a chair, a cat, a star, a human body.  We affect and are affected, 

becoming textured objects all the time.  



 

II 

Making Theory from Peaches: 

Texture and Affect in Li-Young Lee’s “From Blossoms” 

 

From his inaugural poetry collection Roses (1986), Li-Young Lee’s “From 

Blossoms” presents a tender account of texture using a surprising subject—peaches.  

Peaches are often considered classic objects: material, stable, passive.  Within dominant 

paradigms of subject-object relations, the subject is privileged as the center of experience 

and activity.  Drawing from Eve Sedgwick’s concept of texture and affect theory, Li-

Young Lee’s “From Blossoms” imbues peach-objects with textured subjectivity and 

affective potential.  This portrayal of normative objects as affective bodies complicates 

subject/object dichotomies and illuminates the way affect comes to life between bodies. 

A mark of subjectivity is the recorded history of the peach-objects.  The poem 

traces the life history of the peaches, from flowering to consumption: “From laden 

boughs, from hands, / from sweet fellowship in the bins, / comes nectar at the roadside.”  

The repetition of from evokes continuity, tracing the history of the peaches from 

blossoms on their home tree to the brown paper bags they sit in as they wait to be sold on 

the side of the road.  The journey of the peaches is marked through touch—touch from 

the hands which plucked them during harvest to the touch implied by the “sweet 

fellowship” the peaches experienced next to one another in the bins.  The personification 

of peaches in fellowship further illustrates the nature of the peach as a subjective object.  



 

The peach is a body with history, marked by touch, capable of gathering in communion 

with other bodies. 

As the speaker eats the textured object, one body subsumes another.  In the 

process, the speaker is affected by texture: 

O, to take what we love inside, 

to carry within us an orchard, to eat 

not only the skin, but the shade, 

not only the sugar, but the days, to hold 

 the fruit in our hands, adore it, then bite into 

  the round jubilance of peach.  (6-11) 

In these lines, to eat the fruit is “to eat / not only the skin, but the shade, / not only the 

sugar, but the days.”  In addition to physical properties like the skin and the sugar, 

immaterial affections of the peach—its home orchard, the shade that fell on it, and the 

days that saw it grow—might be consumed as integral and delightful parts of the fruit as 

well.  These immaterial affections imprint on the peach-subject, changing its texture and 

endearing itself upon the bodies that encounter it.  The orchard, the skin, the shade, the 

sugar, the days—all of these components, Lee’s speaker notes, ultimately unify into “a 

round jubilance of peach”—a joyful whole. 

 As he consumes it, the speaker encounters the peach-subject and experiences 

affection.  Tasting is related to touching, as both are embodied sensory processes.  By 

tasting, the body can experience the velvet texture and mouthfeel of peach skin.  The 

speaker notes that, upon eating, the “dusty skin” of the fruit evokes “the familiar dust of 



 

summer.”  Here, the tactile feeling of peach skin brings with it the affect of familiarity, 

coupling the process of eating with the elicitation of affect.  In addition to feelings of 

nostalgia, the speaker’s encounter with the textured object changes the composition and 

capacity of his body, as he subsumes the varied texture of the peach and expands “to 

carry within [himself] an orchard.” 

The uniting affect of “From Blossoms” is joy.  Closely intertwined are the feelings 

of familiarity, adoration, and appreciation.  These affects are not only experienced by the 

speaker, but transformative as well.  Consuming the peach facilitates an appreciation for 

its texture, its life history, and an endearment to ourselves as an object of love and 

adoration.  In the final lines, affect dances in the space between bodies, moving “from joy 

/ to joy to joy, from wing to wing, / from blossom to blossom to / impossible blossom, to 

sweet impossible blossom” (14-17).  Enjambment facilitates the flow of affect, 

continuously passing from line to line, body to body. 

The finishing lines depict the nature of affects, particularly joy, as expansive and 

resonant.  The final phrase, “from blossom to blossom to / impossible blossom, to sweet 

impossible blossom” alters the pattern of repetition with an addition of the additional 

adjective “sweet,” so the phrase moves from “impossible blossom, to sweet impossible 

blossom.”  In this elongation of the line, the flow stretches, expanding as the energy 

accumulated through previous lines lingers and sustains to the end.  In a similar way, joy 

is not lost in the process of sharing it, but rather accumulates, jumping from body to 

body, eliciting new possibilities and sweetness along the way.  It is interesting to consider 



 

that encountering a textured object might so poignantly affect sometime, eliciting 

adoration and appreciation for a larger community of life. 

The act of consumption facilitates affection between the peach-subject and the 

speaker.  It is important that devouring functions as a privileged site for affective 

exchange, because feeding is a bodily process—one fundamentally rooted in materiality 

and performed out of necessity to maintain the physical body.  “From Blossoms” 

complicates expectations of the body as amoral, finite corporeality.  Instead, eating 

becomes a means by which bodies may experience affect and connection with other 

bodies.  In the poem, the speaker describes the peach as something “to hold...in our 

hands” and “adore” before we reverently “bite into” it.  In this, eating represents a bundle 

of contradictions—it is corporeal yet spiritual, individual yet communal, adoring yet 

ruthless in the bite.  In this complexity, the poem recovers the body and some of its 

spiritual, moral, and aesthetic potentials. 

Associations between food and affect emerges in a number of Li-Young Lee’s 

other poems as well, including “Persimmons,” “Eating Alone,” and “Eating Together.”  

The poet’s penchant for descriptive food imagery complements the affective potential of 

food.  In “Persimmons,” the speaker presents instructions to eat the titular fruit with 

attentiveness and care: 

Chew the skin, suck it, 

and swallow.  Now, eat 

the meat of the fruit, 

so sweet, 



 

all of it, to the heart. (12-18) 

The meaning of the persimmons shifts and changes throughout the poem, growing 

attachments to love, language, heritage, lovers, parents, sadness, and happiness.  The 

persimmon does not so much symbolize these attachments as embody them—it does not 

stand in for, but rather contains complexity, ambivalence, and transformation.  To 

symbolize something is usually to attribute a static symbolic meaning to an object.  To 

embody is to exist a priori, real and fleshy before being observed and experienced by 

another. 

 In many Asian American families, food often serves as a medium to communicate 

affection.  Bowls of skinned and cut fruit, carefully prepared in lunch boxes or as an 

afternoon snack, show a quiet diligence and love that nourishes the body and the soul.  

Whether the peaches are consumed whole, lovingly cut into slices, or picked by migrant 

hands directly from the orchard, the textured surfaces of the fruits might invite an 

appreciation for the interconnectedness of labor, cultural, and other affective networks 

that touch it and in turn, touch us.  In Lee’s peaches and persimmons is a suggestion.  

Perhaps the precondition for being a subjective body is not the presence of rational 

thinking, but rather the capacity for affection—for attaining and imbuing texture upon 

others.  



 

III 

Radical Empathy in the Clinic: 

Affective Labor and Performativity in Leslie Jamison’s “The Empathy Exams” 

 

“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that is an act of political 

warfare.” —Audre Lorde, A Burst of Light 

 

Consumerism and Empathy 

 Empathy, at times, seems like an unequivocal good.  In clinical medicine, empathy is one 

of the most desirable virtues that physicians and other practitioners may possess.  We discuss 

empathy like it is a trait—a characteristic that clinicians can possess and wield mastery over.  We 

justify empathy in clinical medicine by upholding its empirical outcomes: increased patient 

satisfaction, improved patient outcomes, enhanced trust in patient-provider relationships.  We 

bemoan the loss of empathy many medical professionals experience over time, as if empathy 

were a finite resource or capacity that diminishes as it is used up. 

 The ways we discuss empathy reveals a paradigm about the way care functions in clinical 

spaces.  Empathy, a specific kind of affective exchange, describes the experience of 

understanding someone else’s feelings.  In general, we tend to discuss empathy as either a 

cognitive experience (a process about listening and observing and thinking) or as an emotional 

one (fully understanding another’s subjective experience).  In medicine, the applications of 

empathy are clear.  Providers adopt empathy as a diagnostic tool, to locate hidden pieces of a 

patient’s story.  We use it to create trusting relationships, which are valuable because of their 

empirically-proven benefits to patient outcomes and satisfaction. 



 

This paradigm values empathy in reference to its utility, as opposed to the immaterial and 

social phenomena empathetic exchanges can produce.  As modern medicine shifts towards 

models of patient-centered care, empathy may become increasingly vulnerable to neoliberal co-

optation.  In the name of care and compassion, empathy may simply condense into a commodity 

within the affective economy, reinscribing existing systems of marginalization and losing its 

radical potentials.  For the physician, empathy serves as a form of disembodied knowing that 

does not disrupt positivist ideals of objectivity and neutrality.  Empathy is good, as long it does 

not become too messy. 

 

Affective Labor 

 Affective labor is a broad term, describing professions from flight attendants to house 

cleaners, from nail technicians to sex workers.  The value of the affective laborer is not only in 

the products they produce, but also in the affects they elicit and the sense of community they 

invite their clients to participate in when seeking out their services. 

Care work is a form of gendered labor, as it is often prescribed as the domain of women.  

The term affective labor is often used by feminist scholars to describe invisible relational and 

emotional work typically performed by women—the presumed natural carers of society.  

Gender essentialism maintains that women hold an organic proclivity for care—an intrinsic 

preference for emotionally-inclined, nurturing, maternal roles.  Yet providing care demands 

energy and time like any other form of labor.  Carers like teachers, nurses, and mothers bear the 

weighty responsibility of tending to the affective needs of the world while remaining largely 

underpaid and undervalued in return. 



 

Paying attention to affective labor is more than an exercise in appreciation.  Philosophers 

Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri describe the production of affects and their role in the current 

mode of production, our late capitalist economy.  In Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age 

of Empire, they note “the tendency for employers to highlight education, attitude, character, and 

‘prosocial’ behavior as the primary skills employees need.  A worker with a good attitude and 

social skills is another way of saying a worker is adept at affective labor.”  The authors argue 

that immaterial labor has become the dominant form of labor in the current mode of production. 

A form of immaterial labor, affective labor produces social networks and community—

the biopower necessary for creating society.  This ethos of care and connection invites to look 

outside the logic of capitalist self-interest, which positions the value of labor as a quantifiable 

function of scarcity.  In contrast, as sociologist Kathleen Lynch writes, “care is fluid, it has no 

clear boundaries, and no career structure; it is governed by its own ethical-relational logic and 

cannot be completed in the measurable time that both bureaucratization and commodification 

require.” 

The products of care cannot be neatly commodified and circulated in economies.  Care is 

apparent not only in its deliverable outcomes, but also in the affects and relationships produced 

in the process, which do not necessarily diminish like most resources.  Rather, they may expand 

and accumulate as they are shared.  Care persists on an ethic of interdependence, interested in 

building up and centering others, and in this, it undermines the self-interest and dogmatic 

individualism that characterizes neoliberalism.  The radical potential of empathy is tied to the 

radical potential of care, which invites us to ponder the social order as it exists and to imagine 

other possible social configurations and futures together. 

 



 

Neoliberal Co-optation of Care 

The radical potential of care lies in the way it keeps us close to the needs of ourselves and 

our communities.  However, care may easily become co-opted.  In “Radical Care: Survival 

Strategies for Uncertain Times,” anthropologist Hi’ilei Julia Kawehipuaakahaopulani Hobart and 

media studies scholar Tamara Kneese describe how care and care workers are vulnerable to 

exploitation.  They implicate “the normative assumptions baked into care: it is both essential for 

social reproduction and yet often invisible or undervalued, which means it is ripe for exploitation 

and co-optation.” 

In clinical medicine, the traditional alignment of power positions rational, all-knowing 

clinicians over passive, ignorant patients.  Innovations such as teaching patient-centered 

narratives to clinical professionals are problematic in their own ways.  Without radically 

restructuring our understanding of care and empathy in medicine, these initiatives risk 

reproducing the medical gaze rather than disrupting it.  Personal patient narratives become ways 

for doctors to access and regard the patient, creating a spectacle out of suffering.  Clinicians may 

view patient stories as diagnostic tools, accessing them in a way that is distinct from familiar 

forms of clinical dehumanization, yet similarly violent. 

 Another form of care vulnerable to co-optation is self-care.  Burnout represents a 

common problem for laborers performing care work.  In the medical profession, burnout is an 

expected side effect of the physician profession yet it is most often treated as a personal issue, 

remediated by practicing mindfulness and self-care.  Hobart and Kneese note the emerging 

economy of self-care as both a “solution to and a symptom of the social deficits of late 

capitalism, evident, for example, in the way that remedies for hyperproductivity and the 

inevitable burnout that follows are commoditized in the form of specialized diets, therapies, gym 



 

memberships, and schedule management.”  The relatively recent mainstream co-optation of self-

care as indulgence and consumerism diverges from the model of self-care as survival presented 

by Audre Lorde in A Burst of Light (1988).  As Hobart and Kneese note, Lorde connects her 

fight against cancer with Black activists “coursing through her veins as they fight against 

colonial powers” and “jettisons the individualism of Foucault’s self-care in favor of coalitional 

survival.” 

 Self-care is an attempt at self and communal preservation, presenting a powerful source 

of critique against systems of oppression and erasure.  Practicing radical self-care in the medical 

profession may look like addressing the stigmatization of mental health issues among clinicians, 

many of whom are subject to high pressure and stress, yet are taught to conflate their ability to 

continuously provide care with professional and personal competency.  It may look like 

renovating medical hierarchies, which typically consolidate authority and responsibility upon a 

few individuals, rather than adopt collaborative and team-based approaches. 

 Radical empathy, similar to radical self-care, resists neoliberal co-optation.  Rather than 

viewing empathy in terms of material outcomes, a radical paradigm for understanding empathy 

may see it as an affective exchange with the potential to create transformative connections.  

Radical empathy recognizes itself as performative and insufficient to produce complete 

understanding of another.  Instead, it leverages the agency and capacity of bodies to build 

empathetic and intimate connections.  These connections are transformative because they 

operationalize care to liberatory ends—by evoking grassroots community action, care speaks 

private encounters to public change.  In this way, care and empathy are not only private, but 

communal and political. 



 

 I explore radical care and empathy in “The Empathy Exams” by Leslie Jamison, a 

medical humanities text.  In “The Empathy Exams,” Jamison uses memoir about her experiences 

as a medical actor and her own health to portray empathy as wrapped in layers of performance.  

This performativity of empathy points to the nature of affects as socially embedded and 

performed for the purpose of producing networks of care.  Care is mobilized to critique, where 

the limitations of conventional empathy are made apparent, as understanding someone is 

insufficient to motivate care for them.  Instead, an important feminist project is to build 

connections with others beyond similarity, beyond understanding, and beyond empathy. 

 

Empathy as Performance in Jamison’s “The Empathy Exams” 

“My job title is medical actor, which means I play sick,” Leslie Jamison opens in her 

essay, “The Empathy Exams.”  Jamison’s special case is Stephanie Phillips, a young woman 

with a conversion disorder.  Stephanie Phillips’ case summary states that the death of Will, 

Stephanie’s fictional brother, trapped her in a complex grief process in which “grief has 

sublimated into seizures.”  Jamison admits she has never heard of conversion disorder before—

Stephanie is not supposed to know either.  Stephanie joins a legion of fictional medical cases 

waiting to assess and be assessed by medical students in mock encounters.  These other cases 

include young jocks with ACL injuries, businessmen with coke habits, and an elderly woman 

known by the moniker “STD Grandma” after she cheated and contracted gonorrhea. 

After the encounter, Jamison-playing-Stephanie evaluates the performance of the medical 

students who spoke with her.  Checklist item 31 is of particular importance: “Voiced empathy for 

my situation/problem.”  Jamison emphasizes the purposeful placement of the verb voiced—“It’s 

not enough for someone to have a sympathetic manner or use a caring tone.  The students have to 



 

say the right words to get credit for compassion.”  This encounter between “physician” and 

“patient” is nestled in layers of performance: Jamison plays Stephanie in a fictional medical 

encounter with students playing doctors playing empathic people.  Jamison notes the absurdity of 

this fiction earlier on—she notes a student might “arrive in my room, stay straight faced, and tell 

me that I’m about to go into premature labor to deliver the pillow strapped to my belly, or nod 

solemnly as I express concern about my ailing plastic baby: ‘He’s just so quiet.’” 

 The delicate fiction hovering over these encounters reveals a relationship between affect 

and performance in medical encounters.  Checklist items evaluate a student’s competency in 

affectively engaging their patients.  Empathy is voiced—something that is declared, expressed, 

and performed.  Curiously, Jamison notes the central part of voicing empathy involves saying 

“the right words.”  Words provide the main means of encoding empathy while other avenues of 

affective expression—e.g. “a sympathetic manner” or “a caring tone”—are accessory and by 

themselves insufficient to mark item 31 as complete.  Language becomes privileged over 

nonlinguistic expressions of care. 

The modern physician’s job involves both technical competency and affective labor.  In 

the medical profession, clinicians deal frequently with the suffering of others.  Empathy 

represents a specific mode of affective engagement.  We value empathetic doctors and treat 

empathy as a marketable trait among students.  Compassion is something one receives “credit” 

for.  For its alleged importance, empathy remains frustratingly elusive to define and even more 

difficult to practice (to voice?  to embody?). 

Jamison offers a model of empathy early on—empathy is a type of compassionate 

response voiced through language—which she revisits and alters throughout her essay.  If 

empathy consists of only words, then she points at the coldness that could result from this 



 

superficial formulation.  Words without embodied emotion easily become hollow.  Jamison notes 

that some students repeat empathetic responses that begin to “feel aggressive in their formulaic 

insistence: that must really be hard [to have a dying baby], that must really be hard [to be afraid 

you’ll have another seizure in the middle of the grocery store], that must really be hard [to carry 

in your uterus the bacterial evidence of cheating on your husband].” 

In contrast, Jamison notes the empathetic behaviors of other students, who “seem to 

understand that empathy is always perched precariously between gift and invasion.”  In this, 

Jamison proposes a new model for empathy—empathy as an affective exchange involving both 

questions and responses.  It centers the other and respects their agency.  It is a process of 

illumination.  “Empathy isn’t just remembering to say that must really be hard—it’s figuring out 

how to bring difficulty into the light so it can be seen at all,” Jamison writes, “Empathy requires 

inquiry as much as imagination.” 

This sentiment—that empathy is an inquiry-driven, imaginative process—echoes Atul 

Gawande in his commencement address to UCLA Medical School in 2018, “Curiosity and What 

Equality Really Means.”  “Once we lose the desire to understand—to be surprised, to listen and 

bear witness—we lose our humanity,” Gawande writes.  “Among the most important capacities 

that you take with you today is your curiosity.  You must guard it, for curiosity is the beginning 

of empathy.” 

 Philosopher Adam Smith (1723-1790), in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), 

presents an early account of social relations.  His term, sympathy, resonates with these 

contemporary models of empathy presented by Jamison and Gawande.  On sympathy, Smith 

writes: “Though our brother is on the rack, as long as we ourselves are at ease, our senses will 

never inform us of what he suffers.  They never did, and never can, carry us beyond our own 



 

person, and it is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his 

sensations….By the imagination, we place ourselves in his situation.” 

Empathy, similar to Smith’s sympathy, is an imaginative process that feels and probes at 

the knotted, complex subjectivity of another.  In “The Empathy Exams,” Jamison notes that it is 

relatively easy to manage symptoms and take patient histories.  It is harder to ask questions that 

illuminate patient narratives.  Those who can identify and connect the important parts of a 

narrative gain points—“a point for finding out my mother takes Wellbutrin, a point for getting 

me to admit I’ve spent the last two years cutting myself, a point for finding out my father died in 

a grain elevator when I was two—for realizing that a root system of loss stretches radial and 

rhyzomatic under the entire territory of my life.”  Rhyzomatic systems grow horizontally, across 

surfaces, rather than upright.  In the philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari, knowledge is a rhizome 

that grows through many shoots simultaneously, discarding traditional vertical hierarchies and 

allowing for the existence of multitudes. 

An imaginative and creative type, Jamison leans heavily into her persona as a writer 

throughout the essay.  When she faces an awkward self-consciousness when interacting with 

some medical students, she compulsively wants them to know that she’s ”more than just an 

unmarried woman faking seizures for pocket money.”  She wants to announce: “I’m probably 

going to write about this in a book someday!”  Jamison, as both author and narrator, is a writer.  

She creates fictions about medical cases like STD Grandma: “an old woman’s gonorrhea is 

connected to her guilt is connected to her marriage is connected to her children is connected to 

the days when she was a child.  All this is connected to her domestically stifled mother, in turn, 

and to her parents’ unbroken marriage; maybe everything traces its roots to her very first period, 

how it shamed and thrilled her.” 



 

Jamison crafts speculative fiction about STD Grandma and, in the process, evokes 

empathy.  Empathy is not the end goal of this process, but rather arises from the crafting.  

Perhaps empathy is not generated by what is seen, but rather by what is unseen.  It arises where 

the case summary ends—empathy grows out of the partial narrative, from unmapped rhizomatic 

branches revealing more complexity and possibilities.  Of course, mapping speculative narratives 

onto others can inflict its own kind of erasure and violence.  Practicing empathy is not an act of 

erasure, but of intensification.  “Empathy means acknowledging a horizon of context that 

extends perpetually beyond what you can see,” Jamison writes.  Arriving at the horizon of 

context is impossible, but empathy reaches out anyway, with the humility to recognize the self as 

limited in perspective. 

In the most vulnerable part of the essay, Jamison recounts the pain and sadness and 

loneliness she feels after her abortion and heart surgery.  She desires that her significant other, 

Dave, could embody her pain and viscerally feel her suffering with her.  However, the best thing 

he can do for her is to remain in proximity.  At the end of the essay, Jamison finds a note of relief 

and contentedness in the simple intimacy of Dave being close to her.  She arrives at a delicate 

balance between separation and connection—she recognizes Dave cannot feel her pain, but he 

witnesses her suffering and remains close. 

This idea of nearness in “The Empathy Exams” resonates with other concepts such as 

Eve Sedgwick’s notion of beside.  Similarly, Sedgwick describes beside as “an interesting 

preposition” since “there is nothing very dualistic about it; a number of elements may lie 

alongside one another, though not an infinity of them.”  Beside evokes the image of standing 

next to, without displacing or being subsumed by something else. 



 

 Empathy arises in this between-ness.  Empathy is performative, but radical empathy is 

self-aware of its own performativity.  Bodies that adopt the position of beside are aware of the 

distance between itself and another, but they may seek connections anyway.  Rather than 

viewing it as a quality to possess, empathy looks more like an orientation towards experiencing 

and being beside others.  Understanding empathy as a desire to seek affective resonance opens 

space for imagination, curiosity, and surprise—humanizing others and seeking connections 

which can then grow into networks of care. 

 Advocacy, in clinical medicine and beyond, relies on care between and within 

communities.  Empathy is not only a desirable trait, but carries political potentials as well.  

Clinicians witness their patients often in vulnerable and intimate contexts.  Caring seeks to 

preserve life, and should not only be the responsibility of individual providers.  Mandating care 

and empathy from clinicians, as a response to institutional failure, cheapens the value of affective 

labor and reinscribes systems of marginalization.  Rather, care should extend beyond the 

personal, into the establishment of caring institutions and politics.  Outside neoliberal 

prescriptions to be an empathetic provider, the radical potentials for empathy lie in the way it 

builds up networks of care, drawing from patient experiences to transform institutions and 

systems of power. 

  



 

IV 

In Praise of Unresolved Emotion 

 

I volunteer as a crisis counselor, which means I text with distressed strangers about their 

problems for free.  We’re called CCs for short.  CCs receive thirty hours of training but are not 

licensed counselors outside the context of the textline.  We may refer at-risk texters to 

emergency services but cannot give basic medical advice.  We build rapid, often intense 

relationships with strangers but sometimes never know their real names. 

The crisis counselor role is one strictly focused on crisis intervention.  I listen to texters, 

affirm their emotions, and help them identify steps to gradually move back towards a place of 

mental wellness.  According to CC training, the ideal conversation should be around forty-five 

minutes.  I walk with them, then I walk away.  Hopefully, we do not hear from each other again. 

My conversations usually begin like this: 

Hi, I’m Jenny. Thanks for reaching out—that takes a lot of courage. I’m here to listen. It sounds 

like you’ve been feeling some (anxiousness, depression, numbness, guilt, isolation) today (1/2) 

Would you mind telling me more about that? Also, if you’re comfortable with sharing, what’s a 

name I can call you while we talk today? (2/2) 

The 140-character limit is a quirk of the system.  Texters and CCs alike are constrained 

by it, creating restrictions that are both annoying and necessary.  Some texters find that the limit 

stifles their voice.  For others, it takes the pressure off of them to say everything.  On the CC 

side, limits protect us from receiving long messages which are time-consuming to read and often 

overflow in emotionality.  Limits impose structure, structure imposes order, and order imposes a 



 

degree of intelligibility.  It allows you to approach emotions rationally—both those of others, as 

well as your own. 

Before my CC shifts, I log onto the textline platform from my computer and pull up a 

sheet of training notes.  The notes arrange pertinent items into lists, each with a discrete number 

of items.  The five stages of conversation, from building rapport to a warm closing.  The six 

good contact techniques, for appearing like an empathetic listener.  Suicide risk assessment is a 

routine part of our triage—it consists of five questions, with the texter’s previous response 

determining whether or not we ask the next one. 

After logging in, I press the “Help a Texter” button in the corner and wait patiently.  

Some nights, the platform hosts several hundred texters and CCs at once.  Along the side of my 

screen, I scroll through the names and profiles of other CCs online.  Some set statuses—It’s a 

great day to save a life! and Have a good day! and other optimistic quips.  Sometimes people 

write, It’s my birthday! to which other CCs are supposed to respond by messaging them a happy 

birthday wish.  Aside from the actual conversations, the affect of the platform is overwhelmingly 

cheery—an emotional misdirection. 

The system pings with a new message.  My stomach quivers in anticipation.  I copy/paste 

the introduction I keep prepared in my notes, and the conversation begins. 

 

The word crisis comes from the Greek word krinein, which means “to decide.”  A crisis, 

therefore, is a kind of turning point. 

Certain connotations of the word view crisis as a purely negative affective state, 

synonymous with disaster or calamity.  However, a crisis can simply be a state demanding 

change which, for better or worse, will influence the future.  So a body in crisis is not a body 



 

falling.  Rather, it is a body on a precipice—vulnerable and uncertain, overflowing with potential 

energy. 

The idea that a body might overflow—that it might stand at the edge and contemplate the 

many possibilities for falling—escapes Cartesian representation.  The Cartesian body is self-

contained and independent, grounded in material substance.  It does not hold potential energy.  It 

does not despair.  It does not reach out and touch other bodies. 

Crisis counseling, like many other forms of care work, relies on the potential of bodies to 

overflow and change.  The body of the carer is positioned intimately in the labor, as the carer 

builds and nurtures transformative connections with others.  One of the things I like about care 

work is that it makes emotion substantial.  It takes affects and the potency of feelings seriously. 

I am an emotional person, and maybe this is why I find the politics of care so fascinating.  

Sometimes, my emotionality is a part of myself I despise.  A few years ago, in the middle of a 

serious argument with my former youth pastors about trans rights, I became so frustrated that I 

could not stop crying.  My tears felt obscene, a testament to my naïveté and immaturity.  

Sometimes I can’t even take myself seriously. 

I partially began this essay so that, when someone asked, I could somewhat ironically say 

I wrote a whole paper about my feelings.  Then they could laugh at that response, and I could 

laugh too, and we could discuss the reasons why we as a society don’t tend to view feelings as a 

matter of intellectual and political importance, and then contemplate the stakes of treating 

feelings seriously. 

Emotions saturate our lives.  They color every experience we have.  Yet despite being 

intimately entangled with them, we typically direct our energies toward the regulation and 



 

management of emotion—namely, the minimization of negative affects and the maximization of 

positive ones. 

In the economy of positive feelings, happiness (or at least the appearance of happiness) 

functions as a valuable currency.  Our carefully curated physical and digital persona of 

enjoyment, beauty, popularity, poised nonchalance, and overall desirability are an exercise in 

self-ideation—an affective fiction we present to ourselves and others.  In contrast, it is often not 

glamorous to linger on negative affects—those undesirable modes of rage, grief, guilt, shame, 

sadness, apprehension, melancholy, and boredom. 

 

When my dad was a child, he broke his arm trying to climb a wall.  He doesn’t remember 

where the wall was or why he was climbing it, but he does remember the pain—the terror of the 

sudden drop, and the nauseating crunch of his own arm breaking beneath him. 

 Some parents bare their hardships.  Unintentionally or otherwise, they may weaponize 

personal trauma and breed guilt in children.  My parents have done the opposite and somehow 

produced the same effect.  I was a picky eater as a kid, and I wonder why my parents never told 

me about their experiences of food scarcity growing up.  My dad spent his childhood on a potato 

farm and ate iterations of potatoes for months—potato dumplings, potato stew, stir-fried 

potatoes.  My mom, a city girl growing up during the Cultural Revolution, managed her family’s 

food coupons from a young age. 

They do not find glory in telling these stories.  Perhaps they think recounting these things 

would be self-indulgent and create unnecessary guilt.  So they don’t tell.  So they obscure 

themselves.  As a result of their not-telling, most of my parents’ lives before my sister and I are 



 

largely unknowable to us.  I do not understand them, and perhaps this is the point.  I am kept 

safe.  I feel guilty anyway. 

It’s become a bit of a game to mine my parents for stories.  My dad is transparent, if not 

vulnerable, and answers most questions I ask him.  Compared to him, my mom is much less 

forthcoming about her upbringing. 

 “I went to school and studied,” is all she says when I ask her about it one day.  Her eyes 

focus on the knife moving precisely across the cutting board.  I must be in high school during 

this conversation, slowly edging out of self-absorbed teenagehood and gradually growing more 

curious about my parents’ hidden inner lives. 

I lean across the kitchen counter, reaching over to tuck a flyaway strand of black hair 

behind her ear.  She smiles briefly at the cutting board.  I watch my mother chop bok choy into 

precise halves, jade leaves around white vegetable hearts.  In my mind, I can only imagine her as 

this—a smooth-skinned, furrowed-browed woman who makes my stomach warm with tender, 

bitter emotions.  In the same memory of her pulling my hair when I got math problems wrong as 

a kid are the flavors of the savory congee and syrupy steamed pears she makes whenever I get 

sick. 

         “What else?” I press, attentive to anything I could relate to. 

“I walked a few miles back and forth from classes every day,” she states.  “When I was 

home, I studied and helped your abu take care of your uncle and aunts.” 

She picks up the wooden board and sweeps chopped bok choy into the skillet.  The water 

from the leaves vaporizes in hot oil, spitting and popping out of the pan.  Droplets land on the 

skin of her hands but she doesn’t flinch. 



 

Eventually, my mom pauses to turn and squint at me through her glasses.  “Don’t you 

have homework to do?” 

 

Back then, I was not trained to implement good contact techniques.  What else?, 

however, is an excellent example of a good contact technique—ask open-ended questions.  

Open-ended questions denote interest and investment in what someone else is saying.  CC 

training teaches us to prefer asking What and How questions over Why questions, which can 

come across as unnecessarily interrogative. 

An illustration: the question—Why do you think your parents don’t love you?—starts 

from a place of skepticism, demanding someone justify why they feel unloved.  Instead, we 

might say—What things do your parents do that make you feel unloved? or How have your 

parents made you feel unloved?  In those questions, we operate from a presumption of validity—

that the feelings are real, reasonable, and prompted by rational causes. 

The relationship between feelings and rationality is a contested one.  Rationality attempts 

to understand the Truth of the world by wielding the tools of empiricism and logical reasoning.  

In this excavation of Truth, we supposedly reveal objectivity—the Narrative of How the World 

Works.  Yet science, the most pervasive and familiar sphere of rational knowledge-production, 

offers only the illusion of objectivity—albeit an important one.  The scientific gaze privileges 

itself as the authority on Truth, embodying an “ideology of direct, devouring, generative, and 

unrestricted vision” feminist theorist Donna Haraway calls a “god trick.” 

The god trick works like this: scientific vision seems to appear transcendent, and viewers 

believe that they are embodying an objective, infinite field of view.  Yet the god trick is 

fundamentally insufficient, as it “seeks the subject position not of identity, but of objectivity; that 



 

is, partial connection.”  It can never embody objectivity, because it cannot attain the full 

connection that comes through understanding perspective as irreducibly intimate, situated, and 

subjective.  Instead, feminist objectivity is about “limited location and situated knowledge….It 

allows us to become answerable for what we learn how to see.” 

Sight itself becomes interrogated as a site of knowledge-production.  Sight is a textured 

process.  We see through touching—through the material phenomenon of photons hitting objects 

and converting into signals that then tunnel through the convoluted biological structures of our 

eyes and brains.  Yet interpretation and representation are already implicated in seeing.  We 

always view from a limited perspective, perceive through a particular set of biological 

machinery, then process this knowledge into existing schemas. 

There is no neutral observer.  Textured sight disrupts the authority of objectivity, as our 

very experience of observing the world is already irreducibly entangled with translation and 

interpretation.  What seems to be objective is a story—a dominant narrative told through what 

tend to be privileged eyes and voices. 

Meanwhile, feelings are coded feminine.  They are fluid, emotional, and subjective.  If 

objectivity attempts to reduce knowledge into one Narrative, subjectivity celebrates and produces 

multiplicity.  Subjectivity might contain truthfulness and sincerity, but unlike objectivity, it 

makes no claim to a universalizing Truth.  To rational Thinkers, integrating objectivity into a 

politics of feeling might seem like an absurd project. 

To me, what seems more absurd is the unfair denial and derision of emotion.  This 

unfairness that results from the gendered, racialized, and cultural constraints attempting to 

wrangle our feelings into warped, ingenuine shapes. 



 

The problem with toxic masculinity, for example, is not so much that it values aggression 

and stoicism, but that it vilifies other emotions and conflates a particular set of affects with 

masculine identity.  In this, toxic masculinity collapses subjectivity into a single emotional 

valence suited for the purpose of domination.  For its victim, toxic masculinity dismisses the 

possibilities for tenderness, expressiveness, and love, instead breeding within him a fear and 

disdain for the feminine.  The narrative of masculinity suffers from the same limitations of 

objectivity previously discussed—in denying himself the experience of a range of emotions, 

masculinity does not represent the self but rather cleaves it.  It does not capture the whole but 

only casts the illusion of it, of partial connection. 

 

 A couple years ago during a break from college, I laid on my sister’s bed staring up at the 

star stickers slowly peeling off the ceiling of her childhood bedroom.  My older sister sat next to 

me, propped up against the headboard with her ankles stacked on top of each other.  After a 

while Vickie folded her laptop closed and started to do what we often will, which is to talk about 

a variety of things—my semester, her work life, the surreal feeling of being back home and 

feeling like nothing has changed. 

 At some point, I started complaining.  I talked about feeling like our parents don’t 

express an interest in our lives.  Recently, as a senior in college, my parents asked me what my 

majors are.  It was a genuine question asked over the dinner table.  I found it funny more than 

offensive, but the friends I told were split in their reactions between being horrified and deeply 

sad, or thinking it was absolutely hilarious. 

I am, of course, implicated in the lack of communication.  I am not a great daughter.  This 

is not me posturing self-deprecation, but actually a very sad and true statement.  On several 



 

occasions, I have admonished my mom for making too much of my favorite foods, because I 

then feel compelled to eat it and subsequently feel sick.  I never asked for it, but she gave her 

energy and care anyway.  In response, I complain about being burdened by her love and become 

resentful. 

Somewhere along the line, I also became convinced that my parents would prefer if I 

studied something more respectable and useful than the humanities.  This is probably an 

internalized defensiveness from growing up in a town where the primary employer is a 

government scientific laboratory.  I do not know anyone else from the small Chinese community 

in our town studying anything besides STEM.  The exception to this is my sister, who pointedly 

describes economics as STEM-adjacent.  To add insult to injury, I also chose the unfortunate 

major combination of English and women/gender studies, which are generally agreed upon to be 

the two most useless college majors.  The question—Well, what’re you going to do with that?—

has been delivered too many times with too much vitriol skepticism.  I am tired of being 

defensive yet cannot undo the tension that still primes me to spring around any hint of 

paternalism like a bear trap. 

During our conversation, Vickie shifts to look at me.  “I think our parents are scared of 

you.  I think Dad is worried you don’t believe in a singular truth.”  

 I immediately laugh, because this is a bizarre thing to say.  But then I see she is being 

serious, so I stop.  I suddenly want to quote Haraway at her, to stand on the backs of other 

academics and critique the violence of an objective singular Truth and push forward the beautiful 

potentials of a postmodern sensibility.  But I don’t want to be oppressive about it, because this 

seems ironic and against the point. 



 

 I understand the appeal of a single truth.  My family is Christian, and my parents both 

converted after immigrating to the United States.  My dad met Jesus first, after being moved by 

the care and generosity his Christian mentor showed him as a postdoctoral student.  My mom 

became Christian after meeting my dad.  I don’t want to unfairly project my own speculations 

onto their testimonies, but in a new cultural climate, I do understand the appeal of a community 

united under an ethos of allegedly unconditional love.  The Christian God is often confused as 

the God of America, and I wonder how the desire for sanctification—for belonging within a 

spiritual family, enfolded and claimed, accepted and known—mirrors the language and logic of 

assimilation. 

My parents raised my sister and I in church, but for some reason I chafed under church 

tradition in ways they did not.  I could not understand the gendered commands for women to 

submit to male authority.  I could not see queer love as wrong and depraved.  This confusion 

morphed into anger when I started understanding the implications of these teachings, of the 

historical and ongoing damage they do under the self-deluding righteousness of “divine” 

authority.  Perhaps my parents secretly dissent with church teachings in similar ways, but if they 

have, they have not expressed these thoughts to their children. 

In obscuring themselves, I do not understand them, and perhaps this is the point.  I am 

kept safe in the certainty and promise of a single true doctrine.  Yet sometimes I cannot believe 

it, and when this happens, I feel guilty anyway. 

 

 The crisis text line is an organized machine. 

It has to be, in order to facilitate a controlled emotional interaction between texters and 

crisis counselors.  The platform hosts hundreds of conversations between texters and CCs every 



 

night.  We are all constrained by written language, which is further constrained by texting, which 

is further constrained by the 140-character limit imposed by the system.  Each level of control 

establishes the scaffolding for a structure into which texters can pour their feelings.  In my mind, 

the text line is a house—a house built from a web platform, a small army of optimistic CCs, and 

our protocols—the conversational blueprints which tell us what to say and when to say it. 

Affect circulates in architectures.  Our feelings reside in houses.  Some would go as far as 

to say that without architectures, there is only embodiment—no distance, only feeling.  

Philosopher Brian Massumi characterizes affect as a kind of chaotic excess.  We capture and 

tame this excess through discursive representation, or language.  In other words, we domesticate 

our emotions to keep them in control because without boundaries, there is no meaning—only 

chaos. 

 It goes without saying that some emotions—for example, those that drive self-destructive 

and violent behaviors—should be carefully managed and controlled.  However, for other 

negative or unresolved emotions, I push against the view that our feelings must be domesticated.  

This way of dealing with emotions risks lopping off important parts of affective experience in 

order to box the rest up into neat, digestible narratives.  Under the domesticating logic, emotion 

is only productive insofar that it is cognitively understood and comprehended.  Yet the nature of 

affects is messy.  They arise before, during, and after discursive representation captures them.  

They frustrate and confuse the domains of the body and mind, knotting them into an intimate 

entanglement. 

I write in praise of unresolved emotions because they open space and tolerance for the 

messiness of life—for the undocumented chaos of embodied experience, for the wisdom and 

terror of unprocessed emotion, and for encounters like these: 



 

As I gain experience, I consult the notes less frequently.  Using tentafiers—It sounds like 

you’re angry or It seems like you’re upset right—does nothing for the enraged woman barraging 

my chat window with curses meant for her unfaithful husband.  At some point, in response to my 

meager attempt to practice the good contact technique of expressing sympathy, she shoots 

back—Of course I’m fucking upset—after which I stop typing, slightly ashamed, and listen to her 

rage pepper the air of my room with the aggressive little pings of new messages. 

Or for the teen quarantining in the same space as an emotionally abusive mother.  The 

cruel apathy of their depression betrays itself in curt responses and long pauses.  Each message 

oozes a trail of apathetic exhaustion down the screen until they stop responding completely.  

After ten minutes and two gentle check-ins, according to text line procedures, I’m forced to say, 

It seems that right now isn’t a good time for you to talk. You deserve to be listened to. Please feel 

free to text us if you find yourself in crisis again. 

In frequency and length and form, I feel unvoiced affect leak out from the text.  The 

system is designed to impose structure, but emotions do not run in neat channels.  We attempt to 

corral them anyway, performing step after step in hopes of eventually arriving at something that 

looks like wellness. 

 

There is much to be learned from our undesirable emotions.  Sometimes we tend to think 

of emotions as purely subjective, arising in individual bodies.  Our bodies contain affects, like 

liquid in cups.  and since emotions are subjective, they are therefore a matter of individual 

responsibility. 

Others view affects as shared phenomena.  They argue that paying attention to emotion is 

important, as our feelings circulate within communities and can be powerfully symptomatic of 



 

social conditions.  In her essay “Happy Objects” (2010), feminist and queer scholar Sara Ahmed 

examines the cultural value of happiness, locating her work within affect theory and “the politics 

of good feelings.”  Ahmed vindicates the figure of the feminist killjoy, the unhappy queer, the 

angry black woman, and the melancholic migrant—all of whom inhabit undesirable negative 

emotional states that seem discordant within the normative drive towards happiness. 

In a similar mode, cultural theorist Sianne Ngai writes in Ugly Feelings (2007) about 

“non-cathartic states of feeling” such as irritation, envy, and boredom.  She implicates these 

affects as reasonable reactions to the material and political conditions of late-capitalist 

modernity.  In Minor Feelings: An Asian American Reckoning (2020), poet Cathy Park Hong 

borrows from Ngai to evoke her own term, “minor feelings” which describe “the racialized range 

of emotions that are negative, dysphoric, and therefore untelegenic, built from the sediments of 

everyday racial experience and the irritant of having one’s perception of reality constantly 

questioned or dismissed.” 

Minor feelings are not insignificant, but they are dissonant.  They place the minor in 

minority.  Minor feelings grasp at some shared racial consciousness organized around feeling—

those affective experiences which are often diminutized as too vague and personal to be taken 

seriously.  For Asian Americans, minor feelings signify that the promise of acceptance fails to 

measure up against our lived realities of microaggressions, xenophobia, and bodily violence.  We 

are baited by the idea that we should be grateful and happy.  But when we do not feel so lucky, 

we often ascribe these undesirable feelings to personal failure.  Instead of demanding more, we 

obscure ourselves.  We lie down, pretending to sleep, quiet participants in white American 

dreams. 

 



 

When I was younger, I thought my parents must be the most emotionally well-regulated 

people in the world.  I thought this because they rarely talk about their emotions.  I have seen my 

parents cry on one occasion each, and never at the same time. 

The emotional scaffolding of my family consists of the requisite materials and then 

some—a home, a roof, obligatory Asian child piano classes, favorite dishes cooked in lieu of 

apologies.  For much of my childhood, I puzzled over my family and tried to read my home 

against the model of white parenthood represented around me in American media—in books, TV 

shows, prescription drug commercials, and the lives of some of my white classmates.  I now 

understand this model of white parenthood is fictional and most likely a product of my 

impressionable young self idolizing what I glamorized as white culture. 

I watched a lot of American TV as a kid and became convinced that I wanted white 

sitcom parents.  I wanted parents who were friends to their children.  I wanted supportive parents 

who were invested in my life to the point of being cringey, until I would eventually have to sit 

them down for the proverbial coming-of-age conversation, prompting my parents to shed a little 

sitcom tear and nostalgically reflect on how quickly I grew up.  I wanted to feign embarrassment 

by my parents’ showy displays of love in front of my friend group, which would consist of one 

girl best friend and one guy best friend, who—at one point or another—had a devastating crush 

on me.  Where was my childhood of congratulatory high-fives and affectionate forehead kisses?  

Where was my happy family, where all of our conflicts end with apologies and wrap up within a 

neat runtime of 22 minutes? 

I revised the idea of wanting white parents after meeting the actual parents of some of my 

white friends, many of whom were much stricter and more demanding of their children than 

mine.  My parents are not effusive with their affection, but I think this is because they are 



 

reticent people in general.  The most affectionate I’ve seen my parents behave is always around 

little babies, with whom I know I could never compete. 

My parents do not follow the logic of love I see modelled in other families, but this does 

not mean they do not love me.  I do not know precisely where this thought came from or when it 

surfaced, but to say that I am or have ever been unloved by my parents is a horrible lie.  They 

have spent their entire lives showing me they love me.  Somewhere along the way, I swallowed 

the idea that all love should look the same.  My sister once told me that she doesn’t understand 

why it seems that so many second-generation Chinese American resent their parents.  Her 

hypothesis is that many of us never learned to decode the language of sacrifice. 

I do not know if this is true.  Increasingly, however, for myself and my own healing, I am 

learning how to not resent my parents for their flaws.  Before my birth, my parents picked out a 

name for me, Kevin—perhaps the most popular and generic name for Asian boys.  When I was 

born, they took my sister’s advice and named me Jenny—a suggestion which, for a then-four-

year-old, was a pretty reasonable one from Vickie.  In naming me Jennifer, however, my family 

unintentionally placed me in community with the million other Asian Jennifers that exist in the 

world, at least a dozen of whom I know personally at this point in my life.  All this to say, they 

chose names that they saw worked for other Chinese American children.  and if there was ever a 

decision that seemed to make my sister’s or my life even the slightest bit easier, my parents made 

it without hesitation. 

 

 Sometimes, I feel as if I’ve spent my whole life waffling over the question of whether or 

not I deserve love.  This is why I admire some of the texters whom my CC training described as 

difficult.  These texters refuse to be assuaged or comforted by our scripted interventions.  I tell 



 

them, You deserve to feel listened to.  You deserve to feel safe.  They sometimes respond to this 

with anger, snapping back because they know this already.  The fact that they are not being 

listened to or feel safe is precisely the part that is bothering them. 

Instead of debilitating myself with questions about my likability and whether or not I 

deserve good things, I want to ask more robust questions.  What do I do then, with a fulfilled self-

esteem?  How do I live as if I am already known and accepted and loved?  What can I 

accomplish, now that I’m not obsessing over whether I should or should not be feeling this way, 

taking up this space, talking about this? 

 I do not say this to undermine the value of crisis counseling, but the role we CCs fill is 

limited in impact.  We trade off long-term and deep relationships for quick emotional triage.  

Sometimes the work feels repetitive and ingenuine, like when I recycle the same affirmations 

and sympathetic phrases over and over again.  Sometimes I cannot find the words to respond to 

their sorrow or grief or rage. 

Just to level with you, I want to write, I don’t really know what I’m doing either. 

Yet I persist, because we all deserve to feel listened to, to feel safe, to feel allowed to 

genuinely feel a range of emotions—all of those positive and negative, cathartic and non-

cathartic, organized and unresolved affects which constitute the breadth of embodied human 

experience.  Until then, however, we will do the slow work of scaffolding.  We will diligently 

continue building emotional houses.  We will perform the labor of care, creating spaces in which 

we can feel safe and lend one another power. 

This is the potency of unresolved emotions.  They invite us to stay close with ourselves 

and with one another.  Undesirable affects invite us to imagine permissible subjectivities outside 



 

normative prescriptions of how we should feel, instead leading us into an existence that reflects 

the authentic and varied textures of human life.  



 

V 

Good Asian Daughters: 

An Interview with My Older Sister 

 

My older sister, Vickie Wang, is a force.  She quadruple-majored in Math Econ, pure 

Math, Asian Studies, and Policy Studies, with a minor in Poverty, Justice, and Human 

Capabilities at Rice University.  Our relationship is fun at times, frustrating at others.  We are 

very close. 

On Tuesday, March 30, I called my older sister over Zoom.  We must’ve talked for a few 

hours, but the official recording is only about 80 minutes long.  I wanted to capture a 

conversation with Vickie for a number of reasons.  First, she’s an intelligent and thoughtful 

person, and I was curious about her insights on some of the questions I was contemplating for 

myself about Asian American identity, advocacy, and American society.  Second, I enjoy talking 

to my sister.  We debate with each other all the time.  The best debates are interesting, intelligent, 

and edifying.  I feel like I can learn a lot from her. 

The worst debates are infuriating and frustrating.  One previous conversation in particular 

would go on to inform my interest in documenting her thoughts, since they felt so different and 

difficult for me to understand.  That day, we fought about a lot of things—how she sometimes 

patronizes and shows contempt for ABCs that are “out of touch” with their heritage, how I often 

don’t appreciate our parents or family very well.  I do not believe the bitterness and aggression 

from that initial conversation come through too much in the transcript.  Although we did discuss 

many similar questions, I could feel during the conversation that we were being more careful and 

softer with our words and with one another. 



 

In this work, I introduce the older sister I grew up with—a sister I often admire, and often 

resent.  Our identities diverge yet remain inextricably linked, forming with and against one 

another.  I cannot excise my sister or my family from my own identity.  I cannot understand 

myself, as a young Chinese American girl or as the younger daughter in my family, without her.  

Our relationship is a dialectic, a conversation.  Iron sharpening iron.  A blood bond. 

 

Beginnings 

Would you mind introducing yourself to the reader, like your relation to me, as well as 

your general interests and some fun things about you? 

 

I’m Vickie, Jenny’s older sister and currently a second-year doing a PhD at UCLA in 

Economics.  I’m interested in economics, obviously—but also in particular about regional 

inequality, race, and gender.  I love BTS and Jenny loved BTS1 before I did, but I thought she 

was weird.  Now I’m the one who’s really crazy.  I love playing volleyball, also thanks to Jenny, 

and watching some anime like Haikyuu2 and The Promised Neverland3!  All introduced by 

Jenny. 

 

I’ll talk a little bit about my thesis project and to contextualize this conversation.  My 

English thesis is about affects—so feelings, emotions, moods—and how affects are 

performed and mobilized in different contexts like care work and advocacy.  Part of my 

interest in this project was this tendency to view emotions as purely subjective experiences, 

rather than as a matter of political and intellectual concern.  Affects are also sometimes 

symptomatic of underlying social conditions.  For example, racialized affects, which are 

especially prevalent in Cathy Park Hong’s Minor Feelings.  You know that book because 

you recommended it to me. 

 
1 A massively popular Korean boy band, known for their large international fanbase and for contributing 

over a billion USD to the Korean economy.  I liked them before they were famous, back in high school. 
2 A popular volleyball anime and manga series, with an uplifting message and lovable characters.  My 

family watched all four seasons together over COVID-19 summer. 
3 A popular speculative fiction anime and manga series. 



 

 

I wanted to talk to you today about the book, about our family and upbringing together, 

and about your own experiences and outlook as a Chinese American woman.  I know we’ve 

talked about this outside this interview conversation, but how have you been coping these 

days with reference to the recent Atlanta shootingC4, increased reports of elder violence5, 

and rhetoric about COVID6 this past year in general? 

 

I think the Atlanta shooting was very sad.  Since six of the eight victims were Asian women, and 

the man was saying that he had a sex addiction as his motivation to do this, I think it just brought 

up a lot of reminders of how Asian women in particular are viewed as oversexualizied, 

fetishized.  That really came to light in this context.  It was really hard to watch, especially 

seeing people shy away from calling it a hate crime.  For him, he saw these women as 

temptation, and he’s blaming it on their association with sex.  But that association is cemented in 

our collective consciousness because of these stereotypes of fetishization.  People willfully 

ignoring that history was hard to take. 

 

The shooter’s relationship to Christianity was also very problematic.  Christianity has a 

complicated relationship to the rest of the world as well, because a lot of white missionaries were 

the ones who shared it to the people in Asian.  So there’s this white savior trope, literally. 

 

I think the rise in elder violence is a bit harder to understand, because a part of me thinks this 

stuff was happening already but just wasn’t recorded and reported.  I think with the advent of 

technology and social media, these things are captured more often.  Also, maybe we as Asian 

Americans are speaking out more.  But I have a feeling like this kind of violence was quite 

prevalent before, but people just didn’t care about it.  I remember how in the beginning of the 

pandemic, a lot of people even at UCLA were making fun of the Chinese international students 

for wearing masks and taking it seriously.  When COVID hadn’t even come into the U.S. yet, 

 
4 On March 26, a week before this interview, the Atlanta spa shootings claimed eight lives—six of whom 

were Asian women.  The crime was claimed not to be racially-motivated. 
5 A troubling surge of violence against Asian elders across the U.S., combined with video documentation, 

shows elders pushed down, beaten, and assaulted with weapons. 

6 Particularly towards the beginning of the pandemic, racialized and xenophobic language conflated 

COVID-19 and Chinese people, confusing us with contagion and racist associations like “Kung Flu.” 



 

people were boycotting Chinese restaurants.  They were doing some kind of violence toward 

Asians already.  And people kind of cared about it, but not really—it wasn’t really talked about. 

 

Now, it’s like this mass shooting is a kind of tipping point.  People started to care again.  But 

even just a few days later, another tragic shooting happened7.  So now, a moment that might have 

been like a rallying cry, in some ways, might be shoved to the side politically and posed as a gun 

reform problem instead.  I hope that doesn’t happen. 

 

I definitely see on social media people circulating a lot of content about racism towards 

Asian Americans that I’ve never really seen people pay attention to before.  Obviously it’s 

good.  But part of me is so uncomfortable seeing my body as the one posed as a site for like, 

academic concern.  It sometimes also does feel ingenuine. 

 

Like the new hot topic. 

 

Very performative, right.  All this stuff has been happening, and just because we’ve been 

experiencing more reported cases of bodily harm, that doesn’t make our previous 

experiences of racism more or less real. 

 

That’s true.  I think it’s good that people care, and I think people do genuinely care.  But I felt 

like this with the Black Lives Matter movement8.  There’s just so much we can do as people not 

within a certain community.  We just can’t understand Black experience as non-Black people.  I 

think that line of how to be allies without assuming understanding is important to think about. 

 

Not Like the Other Asians 

I’m wondering about your own experiences gaining racial awareness.  What is your earliest 

memory about race and being Chinese? 

 
7 On March 22, the Boulder shooting left ten of twelve victims dead. 

8 Over the summer 2020, following the deaths of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Breonna Taylor, the 

Black Lives Matter movement witnessed a surge in attention, activity, and membership.  The political 

climate was marked by nationwide protests, demands for police reform, and urges to educate yourselves 

and others about systemic racism and violence. 



 

 

I think my earliest memories of being anything is being American when we went to China, to be 

honest.  I just remember feeling very different and being reminded that I’m not Chinese.  It 

wasn’t malicious or anything, but I just didn’t grow up familiar with a lot of things, and people 

would marvel at that. 

 

Growing up, I feel like a lot of other aspects of my personality were more salient to me and 

recognized by others.  I remember going to Chinese school9, but I didn’t think of that as me 

being Chinese.  I just figured my parents want me to learn Chinese and extra math. 

 

Sometimes it feels like we had very different upbringings, even though we were raised in 

the same house.  We experienced early childhood in different places.  You were born in 

Missouri, and we lived in Minnesota where I was born.  We moved to Los Alamos, New 

Mexico when I was four and you were like nine.  The Chinese community in Los Alamos is 

pretty small.  The town itself is very small10.  A lot of my memories about being Chinese 

happened pretty early on.  Do you recall a moment when you felt distinctly Othered or 

realized you were a minority in this country? 

 

I know it sounds really hard to believe, but I think my first moment of realizing that I’m Chinese 

and people view me differently was in high school.  I knew I was Chinese before obviously, but I 

didn’t think of that as something people would view negatively until then.  Growing up, I feel 

like my identity was more about being good at school and being a super nerd.  I didn’t associate 

that with being Asian.  It also helped to go to Chinese school.  That was a Saturday whole-day 

affair of going to Chinese classes and math class and Chinese dance class, with all these other 

Chinese people.  That was my community where I had a lot of friends. 

 

 
9 A place Chinese children go over the weekend, at their parents’ behest, to learn Chinese and other 

classes.  I did not attend these classes, since we did not have them where I grew up.  From what I’ve 

observed, almost every Chinese American who went to Chinese school hated it but begrudgingly say it 

was helpful later in life. 
10 Los Alamos has a population of around twelve thousand people. 



 

I do remember watching That’s So Raven11 in elementary school and noticing she was Black.  So 

maybe that’s the earliest memory I have about being Asian—watching Disney Channel12. 

 

I actually write about Disney Channel in another essay, so it’s funny that you bring it up 

now.  You mentioned that growing up in Minnesota, you were around a lot of other 

Chinese kids.  How would you describe the way you approach your ethnic identity 

compared to the other ABCs you know? 

 

In Subtle Asian Traits13, it seems like there’re a lot of Chinese Americans or Asian people who 

really hated their background of being different and how people made fun of them for it.  I feel 

like because it was so hard to fit in, they really rejected that part of themselves.  I personally just 

never dealt with that shame or struggle because other aspects of my personality were more 

salient to me and the way other people saw me.  Maybe that’s not true, but that's why I could 

always embrace being Chinese American and really love my cultural heritage. 

 

I personally just like being different and weird.  I’ve never cared so much about the mainstream 

people liking me.  I care about people liking me, but I never needed them to think I was cool or 

whatever because their opinions aren’t the ones that I care about.  I really value being intelligent 

so I cared a lot about the opinions of the other super nerds, and there were a lot of Asians in that 

group in my school. In that way, I didn’t have to deal with a lot of the hatred or the cognitive 

dissonance a lot of ABCs might feel. 

 

On the other hand, I think there're a lot of ABCs who are just not very connected to their Asian 

heritage.  Maybe due to assimilation or their own choices or something else, they’re not as 

connected.  There’re the stereotypical ABGs and rave baes and all these California Asians.  

 
11 A Disney Channel sitcom from 2003 to 2007 about a Black teenager, Raven Baxter (Raven-Symoné), 

who can see glimpses of the future. 

12 I remember watching Disney Channel every afternoon after coming home from school.  Our parents 

both worked, so we were partially raised by the television. 

13 A multi-million member Facebook group founded in 2018 where individuals post content related to the 

Asian diaspora.  Spin-off groups include Subtle Asian Dating, Subtle Asian Cooking, and Subtle Asian 

Pets. 



 

Maybe they grew up in an environment where they don’t need to fit into a certain mold, but their 

identities manifested in ways disconnected from their family background and culture. 

 

I have friends who grew up in California and went to majority Asian schools.  They never had to 

deal with that threat of ostracization for being different, or for your culture not being the 

dominant culture.  I was in middle school when my culture was not the dominant culture, but I 

chose not to care and just embraced it.  Plus, I could compete with the smartest in my grade and 

that was the group that I cared about more.  On the other side, there are people who felt too 

pressured and I can imagine how isolating it must be if you feel like you have to hate these 

aspects of yourself that make you different. 

 

It’s so interesting because you and I grew up in the same home, same town, and yet have 

such different relationships with being Chinese.  I think I kind of take issue with the way 

that you say you didn’t really care about what other people thought.  How do you just not 

care?  How do you disentangle your self-worth from white American culture which at 

every turn is trying to exclude you or make you feel like shit?  I don’t think it’s a personal 

strength problem where like, as long as you’re strong enough, you won’t feel racial angst. 

 

I’m thinking about the Asian lunch box moment.  You know how in elementary school, 

when you open a lunch box, and all the other kids say it’s gross and smells bad?  Well now, 

Asian food is very trendy.  Why is it a matter of personal failure to feel discordant in 

America?  Why is it not more of a problem with the way white American culture has no 

tolerance for otherness unless it swallows you up? 

 

I definitely didn’t mean to make it sound like a personal failure thing.  The reason why I didn’t 

was because honestly, I was arrogant.  I thought that I’m smarter and don’t need to impress them 

because I know that I’ll likely be more successful and those were the things that I cared about 

most.  I also don’t think that’s necessarily a healthy mindset or the right answer.  Because I have 

a lot of achievement tendencies and the mindset I’m trying to deal with now is not to place all 

my self-worth in achievement. 

 



 

It did suck during the college application process.  College isn’t a reflection of who you are, but I 

remember there was a white girl who was accepted into a school I was waitlisted at.  Now, we’re 

hearing about Harvard and the recent cases where they downgrade your personality if you’re a 

“stereotypical” Asian14.  I literally wrote my college essay all about being the stereotypical Asian 

and exploring my identity.  I tried to push against being the stereotypical Asian kid by doing 

activities like cheerleading, but I also fell into the mold by being a Supercomputing15, speech and 

debate nerd.  At the end of the day, I decided that I knew I enjoyed all of these parts of who I am.  

Maybe some of them fall into other’s expectations of what it means to be Asian, but I know 

they’re true to what I want to be and what I want to do. 

 

Harvard doesn’t want people who are stereotypical Asians—which was basically my entire essay 

with more nuance.  They want people outside the box.  I don’t think that’s fair, to make young 

people go out of their way to prove they’re not like the other Asians.  I’m over it and not mad 

about not going to Harvard or anything like that.  I went to a fine college and turned out fine and 

wouldn’t trade my college experience for anything16.  But realizing that colleges would read my 

essay, and instead of seeing my humor or my earnestness or anything else, they would just see 

that I’m “another Asian” and view that as a negative. 

 

It’s funny because I also wrote my college essay about me and the other Asians in my 

grade—specifically the Asian guys, who were like the rabble and very obnoxious.  They 

played into racist stereotypes and made racist jokes about Asian people all the time.  Now 

that I’m older and rereading the essay, I’ve realized that humor is a very common way to 

deal with racism.  If you make fun of yourself first, you kick yourself down before someone 

else can.  But for someone like me, who was kind of tangential to that group and not inside 

on the joke, it was so frustrating.  I didn’t understand why they were doing something like 

that. 

 

 
14 See: “Harvard Rated Asian-American Applicants Lower on Personality Traits, Suit Says” (2018) from 
The New York Times 

15 A competition that invites teams of high school students to conduct a computational project. 

16 She’s talking about Rice! 



 

You mentioned to me before about how you sometimes feel more connected to Chinese 

internationals than other ABCs.  I was talking to my friend the other day about similar 

things—awareness of being Chinese and feeling uncomfortable or ashamed about it.  She 

talked about how on some trips abroad, like in Europe, she would always feel really 

anxious and embarrassed when she saw a group of Asian tourists.  Because I think the 

stereotype is that Chinese tourists are very loud and obnoxious, and she didn’t want to be 

bunched in with them. 

 

I think she and I very strongly identify with Chinese American culture, as opposed to 

Chinese internationals.  I was wondering how you feel like you fit within this Chinese 

national vs. Chinese American dynamic? 

 

I can understand why someone would feel embarrassed.  For me though, I just don’t notice.  I 

don’t actively think, Oh, other people will think I belong with those Chinese tourists and am 

annoying.  If they do, I know I’m not part of their group and that it’s their incorrect assumption 

to think that I’m with them.  I’m not wearing the hat or under the little sign.  I’m just living my 

life, so I don’t really feel that second-hand embarrassment I guess. 

 

How do you like, just disconnect your identity from how your body and face and race is 

read by other people?  How do you just not be affected? 

 

I don’t know!  I know it’s weird, but when I’m out in the world and interacting with strangers, I 

don’t feel marked as Asian unless they specifically say something about my race.  Since to me, 

many other aspects of my identity are more salient in that moment—being friendly, being 

approachable, smiling—I think that this is what I’m portraying to others and that’s what they’re 

reacting to.  Maybe it’s naive but that’s what’s going on in my mind.  I think that nowadays 

though, I’ll definitely be more cautious.  If I’m the only Asian person in a space, I think I’ll 

notice and be careful. Especially with all of the violence that is happening lately.  

 

Going back to your question, I think I view the world more aligned with how Chinese people 

view the world, so I think that’s why I find it easier to relate to them.  You believe family is 



 

really important, and I know it sounds so trite, but I value the collectivist mentality that 

emphasizes the importance of thinking of other people and the greater good over asserting my 

individual rights.  I get along with people who are also thinking about how we can maintain 

peace within the group as opposed to asserting their right to do whatever they want.  In my 

cohort in particular, I do happen to be closest to the Asian international students. 

 

The Good Parts of Home 

How would you describe the emotional temperature of our home growing up? 

 

I think our home was a very warm place to grow up, and I think our parents are super duper 

loving and show it in acts of service.  Our mom is like the most generous person you’ll ever 

meet.  She’s so talented at cooking.  I am so touched by how, when she finds out we like a 

certain dish, she’ll learn how to make it and make sure all our favorite snacks are stocked and 

send you little messages to make sure you’re okay.  I think she’s very warm and nurturing and 

generous, and always likes making food for other people like our neighbors17. 

 

I think she doesn’t feel comfortable talking about uncomfortable things, so whenever something 

gets brought up, she’ll just be quiet and we’re not sure if she’s listening.  But she tries to bring 

things up later, just to make sure you’re okay.  I think that’s how she shows she cares. 

 

Do you feel like your appreciation of our parents has changed since we were kids? 

 

I think my appreciation for Mom has always been there.  The thing is, I feel like Western parents 

are their kids’ confidantes, or they go to them for advice.  I’ve started to go to our parents for 

advice more often, but usually I do whatever and then just tell them.  I’m learning to ask for their 

advice and hear what they have to say about things. 

 

 
17 Whenever we make dumplings, our mom delivers plates to our neighbors.  In return, we receive flowers 

and pies and Christmas cookies around the winter holiday.  Small town neighbors are so cute.  



 

I think Dad is quite kind-hearted and very patient.  He’s a very gentle and humble person18.  I 

think he’s willing to listen and never assumes he’s right, like about things that really matter.  

We’ll argue about silly things, but in general, if something’s really upsetting us or we feel very 

strongly about it, he’ll let us have our way.  I think that’s something very rare, especially in 

Asian dads, where he doesn’t feel like his authority is undermined by listening to us or letting us 

have our way.  I think he’s very passionate about what he cares about, he’s very committed.  I 

feel like he’s the one I go to when I want to talk about something deep. 

 

It’s really sweet to see our parents, because Mommy does say “I love you” more than maybe 

most parents do, but you really see it in all the ways she does things.  Growing up, we never had 

to do the dishes or cook or anything, because it was her way of saying, “Oh, I can’t help you 

with your schoolwork, but I can do all these other things for you.”  Even shoveling the snow in 

the morning for Dad—those are all just things they do for each other that I think is more 

meaningful and shows a lot more sacrifice.  Words are important too, but I think they just show it 

in their actions. 

 

I feel like I also inherited that language of love and apology.  I really don’t care so much 

about what words you say if there’s no sort of meaningful action behind them. 

 

Yeah!  I remember you said to me before, “Don’t be sorry, just be better.”  And I was like, “Oh, 

yeah that’s kind of true.” 

 

Yeah, I don’t have much patience for verbal apologies, and that’s not entirely healthy 

either?  It’s good to be able to talk about your feelings and communicate verbally rather 

than just relying on your actions to make your intentions clear.  Thank you for saying all 

those kind things about our parents.  I think you were always better at appreciating Mom 

and Dad than I am. 

 

 
18 I cannot recall a time when our dad truly lost his temper or yelled.  He always apologizes to our mom 

first when they fight. 



 

I just remember we didn’t have a lot when I was growing up.  But they were always going out of 

their way to make us happy.  You know as a kid, you can tell when you’re not living large.  Like, 

we were fine, but I could tell they would go out of their way to get stuff for me when I was very 

young, so I think that’s why I had that stronger connection from the get-go. 

 

I still get kind of teary-eyed thinking about this, but one of my classmates once invited me to an 

American Girl19 party.  I didn’t have an American Girl doll though, and they were really 

expensive.  So I was really sad.  I remember Mom calling that person’s mom for a long time and 

saying, “Ah, she really wants to go, but she doesn’t have this doll.  She has Barbies, is that 

okay?”  I still get emotional thinking about it.  It’s so sweet, you know, trying to help your kid fit 

in with something that doesn’t really matter but was important to me because I was a kid.  Like, 

it’s just an arbitrary doll.  But she took it that seriously.  I always think about that. 

 

I agree with that for sure.  Really any decision that would make our lives better, they have 

made it without hesitating.  What ended up happening? 

 

I mean, well, I just didn’t go to the party.  They were like, it’s an American Girl party.  It’s for 

American Girls. 

 

Wow, that’s so stupid.  So classist and elitist.  I’m glad you didn’t go. 

 

Minor Feelings 

You recommended Minor Feelings: An Asian American Reckoning to me over the summer 

over quarantine.  In the book, Cathy Park Hong writes that minor feelings are: “the 

racialized range of emotions that are negative, dysphoric, and therefore untelegenic, built 

from the sediments of everyday racial experience and the irritant of having one’s 

perception of reality constantly questioned or dismissed.  Minor feelings arise, for instance, 

upon hearing a slight, knowing it’s racial, and being told, Oh, that’s all in your head.” 

 

 
19 Exorbitantly expensive dolls that cost upwards of a hundred dollars each.  Recent initiatives involve 

diversifying the American Girl doll and book collections. 



 

How have you experienced minor feelings in your own life?  Do you believe it’s an honest 

reflection of Asian American experience? 

 

For a long time, I didn’t really think about it.  It wasn’t until college when I was in San Francisco 

in the summer, when I was sitting in a cafe and offered to take a photo for this family.  We were 

chatting, and they were like, “Wow, your English is so good.”  and I said, “Oh, I was born and 

raised here.  I’m from New Mexico.”  Then they asked me,  “Are you full Asian?  Because your 

eyes aren’t…” and they did the Asian squint thing where you pull your eyes up at the corners. 

 

I said, “Yeah, my parents are Chinese...”  The hardest thing was that I could tell they weren’t 

trying to be insulting.  I could tell they were genuinely trying to connect with me, asking me if I 

was good at math and other stereotypes.  That was hard to talk about because I knew they didn’t 

mean it as an insult, even though it was quite insulting.  I ended up not saying anything more, 

and then felt weird afterwards because I think they would’ve been open if I had tried to correct 

them and explain why what they said was offensive.  That was my first instance I remember of 

having a stranger approach me and say racist things. 

 

The second happened when I was in grad school, during my first-year PhD.  There was this old 

white professor.  I went to him for help about an unclear homework question, and standing 

around me that day after class were six Chinese internationals.  I was asking him my question, 

and his response was, “Oh, I forget that English isn’t everyone’s first language.”  And I was like, 

“Uh, English is my first language, and I found this confusing.”  And he responded by asking me 

some weird math questions, and then went, “Ha!  See?  Math isn’t your first language.” 

 

I was really offended and annoyed.  The Chinese people just laughed, because for them, English 

isn’t their first language, and they thought it’s okay because it’s true and they probably felt 

awkward.  But I think that’s when I first started to understand how for them, they were able to 

dissociate themselves from stereotypes but I couldn’t.  Because it involved someone directly 

confronting me with that stereotype.  It was so patronizing and condescending and insulting, 

because he was essentially saying, “If only you were better at math, you could have understood 



 

this better,” when all I wanted was some clarification on the damn homework.  I thought, “Why 

are you trying to make it my fault?”  I couldn’t understand that. 

 

It’s made worse, I think, by the fact that he’s mirroring the language people use to ascribe 

your inadequacy to your race or immigration status. 

 

The most upsetting thing was telling other people in the graduate lab about what happened, 

because I was in shock.  The Americans said that what our professor said was inappropriate.  But 

there was this girl who I don’t get along that well with anyway, who was trying to gaslight me.  

She said, “I don’t know why you’d be offended.  I wouldn’t be offended if he said that to me.” 

 

She told me I was overreacting and being overdramatic.  Her personality in general is a little 

toxic.  But I did start to wonder whether I was overreacting a little bit.  I looked back and 

thought, “Well, he is a faculty and my professor and will be grading my exams, so I need to not 

make a big deal about it.”  But I kept thinking about it and feeling upset.  Talking to other people 

who believed that was messed up too helped me realize I was mistreated and that my gut feelings 

were right. 

 

It really took that validation of my emotions from people I trust.  I’m trying to get better at 

validating my own emotions and trusting them.  Emotions are a kind of guideline to see how 

we’re reacting, and we’re allowed to react to them.  We can react honestly and then 

communicate more clearly why we’re feeling this way to the other person.  Maybe we can talk 

that through, that disagreement of feelings. 

 

Unfortunately, I feel like the world is filled with [redacted name].  People who don’t want 

to listen or be a witness when you externalize things that you’re feeling and experiencing.  

Sorry that happened to you. 

 

There’s a lot of attention now on Asian Americans, and I feel like there’s a tendency among 

people to downplay our own experiences.  For example, I’ve never heard Mom and Dad 

talk about racism in this country.  I’m sure they have stories, but they’ve never brought 



 

that up, maybe to protect others by not sharing about certain painful experiences.  But 

maybe that’s precisely what we need right now?  To make things more visible?  Because 

they haven’t really been, or they haven’t been paid attention to20. 

 

I’ve asked Dad about that before.  I think he said that he’s sure it happened, but his English 

wasn’t good enough, so he just didn’t understand? 

 

Amazing defensive mechanism.  That’s so funny. 

 

White Proximity 

Going back to Minor Feelings, Cathy Park Hong writes about white proximity.  She says: 

“But when we complain, Americans suddenly know everything about us.  Why are you 

pissed!  You’re next in line to be white!  As if we’re iPads queued up in an assembly line.” 

 

I’ve seen people who say this and have talked with other East Asians who really call out the 

Asian American community at large—especially their parents’ generation—for not 

stepping up, because we’re all supposedly white proximal.  I’m not sure if I believe this and 

have a hard time wrapping my head around it.  I was wondering what your thoughts are 

on Asian Americans and white proximity? 

 

It’s interesting, because I don’t think many Asian people would think, “I’m a white person.”21  

Although I do think Asian people do believe that we can achieve what white people achieve in 

this country.  Many of us still believe this idea that if you work hard, you will succeed, and it’s 

your personal responsibility to put in that effort to get where you want to. 

 

 
20 Many believe Asian American consciousness is marked by a feeling of hypochondriasis.  erin Khuê 

Ninh describes a paradox between the mundane childhoods of Asian American girls and their fierce 

disillusionment or bitterness due to immaterial and discursive suffering.  It is difficult to tell what is real. 

21 I can think of two instances where Asian Americans believed they were white people.  First, my friend 

who, as a child, ran home crying to his parents after learning about the Civil Rights Movement and how 

difficult the lives of non-white people are.  His parents notified him that he was not white either, but 

Korean American.  Second, my friend’s father, a third- or fourth-generation Japanese American.  He told 

her he believes that he’s as good white.  I’m curious if other white people would agree. 



 

I think Asians are white proximal in that we believe we can achieve the same dreams as white 

people.  We believe these institutions can still work in a way where we can achieve highly.  But 

there’s also the bamboo ceiling, and how Asians aren’t viewed to be fit for leadership. 

 

Especially for our parents’ generation, I don’t get the sense that they haven’t made it, which is a 

thought that definitely seems more salient to children of immigrants.  I think this comes from 

their expectations for when they first immigrated here and where they are now.  In a lot of ways, 

they have made it.  They have a stable home, they have good jobs, and their kids are going to 

good schools.  They have this kind of security, in the sense of having enough food and being able 

to afford to take care of themselves and sometimes family in China.  It may not be the “great 

life”, but it’s a much better life than what they started with. 

 

I think that’s why the older generations are less likely to speak up and make a ruckus, because 

they often have a spirit of gratefulness to be here.  Even if America doesn’t give them as many 

opportunities as white people, they still have more opportunities than they would have in their 

home country.  They feel content enough with where they’re at and don’t want to bite the hand 

that fed them. 

 

Mei guo, which is the Mandarin word for America, literally means beautiful country.  

There’s this idealism associated with the country built into the language we use to reference 

it. 

 

Asian American Political Spirit 

This is related to what you just said about the ideal immigrant affects of gratefulness and 

contentedness.  Asian Americans have a reputation for being quite apolitical and shying 

away from the political process22.  What factors do you think contribute this, and how 

might we address it? 

 
22 According to Forbes, in the 2020 presidential election, around four million AAPI voters casted their 

ballots.  This represents a massive increase from the 2.8 million who voted in 2016.  As a group 

historically underrepresented at the polls, this increase in voter turnout is promising for gaining a political 

voice. 



 

 

If you think about the process of voting, it’s actually quite rational not to vote.  What is the 

likelihood that your individual vote will change outcomes?  However, if a whole group of people 

decide that their votes don’t matter, that’s when it has really bad implications and where Asian 

Americans have really fallen.  A lot of times, our concerns are not taken seriously because we’re 

not going to show up to vote. 

 

In China, you had no voting process23.  When South Korea became an independent state, they 

were a dictatorship24.  Depending on when people came here and the government systems of 

their home countries, they might feel uncomfortable voicing their opinion by voting, because by 

doing so in their home country, you receive a target on your back.  People can track what you’re 

thinking and your dissent, they want to keep a low profile because things are good enough 

without anything changing25. 

 

It also depends on the jobs that they work.  It can be difficult to find time if an immigrant is 

working intense hours—for example, managing their own businesses—they may not have the 

energy and time to vote as well.  All of these factors contribute to why we have such low voter 

turnout, but that’s changing too. 

 

It’s harder for the older generation, but I think that just letting them know their vote matters and 

politicians take what we say seriously is one way to encourage voting.  It’s also an intimidating 

process with a lot of registering and logistics, so I imagine people get overwhelmed.  Also, I feel 

like a lot of white Americans vote for the clout, for the little sticker, to show that you’re 

politically engaged.  There’s not that kind of reward system going on in the Asian population. 

 

 
23 In China, citizens directly elect local People’s Congresses, while all higher levels of Congresses are 

indirectly elected by the People’s Congress of the level below.  No parties other than the CCP and eight 

allied parties are represented at elections. 

24 Park Chung-hee, South Korea’s first President, served from 1963 to 1979 after ruling the country as the 

head of a military dictatorship. 

25 Widespread censorship laws and state surveillance tracks the web activity of citizens.  WeChat, the 

largest social media app in China, serves as a powerful tool for monitoring the public and identifying 

dissidents. 



 

To give some context on the next question, we have a sister church in Albuquerque 

associated with our Chinese Christian church in Los Alamos.  The daughter of someone 

whose parents attend that Albuquerque congregation asked if our parents are Trump 

supporters, and we said, “I don’t think so, why?”  She said that basically everyone in that 

church, including the pastor, openly espouses pro-Trump political views.  I feel like this 

reflects a trend among older Chinese Christian people to be susceptible to alt-right political 

conspiracy and conservatism.  Where do you think this might come from? 

 

I have other Chinese friends whose parents are not Christian and also feel this way.  I think it’s 

because they’re very against communism and very against China, the Chinese government.  

They’ve seen how damaging communism is firsthand and how awful it is when you claim to do 

things for the good of the people, then end up just solidifying power for one individual.  This can 

have devastating consequences26. 

 

In China too, the state media doesn’t tell you the truth.  They distrust these media sources in 

China and —rightly as well—in America as well.  It seems that people don’t distinguish between 

fact and opinion, and write their opinion as fact.  It’s really complicated because you can 

manipulate statistics and report them in a certain way and frame every story in a certain way to 

propagate an agenda.  I think that’s why these conspiracy theories are very convincing to this 

group of older conservative Chinese people in particular. 

 

Yeah, I was reading about how Trump is a global figure and a rallying icon for 

conservatism in a lot of different countries.  He’s especially popular among older Chinese 

immigrants in the U.S., as well as the Chinese liberals, intellectuals, dissidents, and 

activists—which are called CLIDAs27.  It’s really curious, because I think a lot of his 

popularity is due to this strong distrust of the CCP and state-run news, which tend to 

portray Trump negatively.  Trump is also very anti-China, and they are also anti-China—

as in critical of the CCP, not the country. 

 
26 Among these devastating consequences experienced near our parents’ lifetime is the Great Chinese 

Famine between 1959 and 1961, causing tens of millions of deaths due to starvation. 

27 Chinese liberal/pro-democracy intellectuals, dissidents, and activists 



 

 

I think they feel like he can actually do something about the government.  Other governments 

have been quite soft on China, placating them for economic benefits.  There’s some truth in that 

as well, because I know there was great hope that once China becomes industrialized and richer, 

then naturally it’s going to transition into a democracy.  But we haven’t seen many signs of that 

at all.  I think that’s why these dissidents are getting more and more frustrated by American 

politicians who seem to care about profit over political rights of the Chinese people. 

 

Reasonable and Rational Anti-Racist Work 

We’ve talked today about growing up, and family, and racialized consciousness.  You’re 

someone who self-identifies as the kind of person with little patience for performative 

allyship.  What are ways you’ve seen or you yourself have practiced what you could call 

meaningful ally work? 

 

I should explain why I really do not like performative allyship.  I think it’s really great that 

people are donating and trying to be more informed and involved in these very important issues.  

What I hate is when people get very self-righteous about doing it.  I wonder whether they’re 

actually doing it because they care, or whether they’re doing it just so you can brag about it. 

When they engage with other people who view things different, instead of having a conversation, 

they just shame the other person.  I don’t think that’s helpful at all.  Maybe that’s not necessarily 

performative allyship, but in my mind they’re very closely linked.  Because you’re doing this 

kind of signaling, and you carry this superficial signaling into your interpersonal relationships as 

well. 

 

Especially with the Black Lives Matter movement, as people who are not Black, I feel like if you 

view yourself as an ally, you should be talking to people in your network who might not view 

things the same as you, see where they’re coming from, and try to share why you think it’s an 

important issue.  LIterally the least thing you can do is try to talk to other people about it and try 

to lessen the burden from people who are Black. 

 



 

I think the most meaningful ally work is done in interpersonal relationships, because that’s what 

I see actually work.  It can be very exhausting.  But I think it’s also really fruitful, especially if 

they’re willing to have a conversation.  I have some Chinese international friends who just don’t 

have an understanding of why especially the Black Lives Matter movement was such a big deal.  

I’d been meaning for myself anyway to gather some evidence and academic articles about what’s 

been formerly studied about racial gaps between minority groups, and especially why Black 

people are disproportionately impacted in these ways.  I’ve been meaning to do it for my own 

betterment anyway. 

 

I wrote it up and sent it to them.  I thought it was really meaningful to get their feedback on my 

writing and knowing which parts didn’t seem backed up with the facts.  I think that was one of 

the most rewarding and meaningful experiences I had.  That’s my very specific skill set, and 

those are my very specific friends.  I think as people who are Economics PhDs, we want to see 

empirical evidence, so this was my way of presenting it to them.  For other people, maybe they 

need to hear a personal story of what’s going on.  It’s about building a connection and friendship 

and letting them know it’s a safe space—that you’re not going to hate them or judge them if they 

don’t agree with you28. 

 

At the end of the interview, we thanked one another.  Later, my sister sent me this 

message: I feel like talking to you was so lovely and healed my soul thank you. 

 During the conversation and as I transcribed, I felt troubled by how heavily the 

conversation favored her voice.  At first, I wondered if I didn’t communicate my expectations 

clearly.  I had wanted to capture an intimate conversation, not an interview or oral history.  

However, intentionally or unintentionally, I did as I have done many times before.  I deferred to 

my older sister’s voice and opinion, putting the words of the better daughter on display.  In my 

 
28 She speaks critically of the Left for cancelling or expelling anyone who disagrees with its ideologies.  I 

find this characterization unfair and think it’s also sometimes necessary to set boundaries.  I personally 

would not like to be friends with someone who espouses racist or sexist views, and do not see it as my 

duty or obligation to maintain that friendship to educate them.  



 

family, the younger daughter has always been a spoiled brat—rebellious and ungrateful and 

overly sensitive. 

In comparison, the older daughter is a good daughter.  Good daughters, like good 

immigrants, give much but ask for little.  They are obedient and grateful and reasonable.  I 

struggle to be any of those things, but did not say so in this conversation.  I did not voice my 

resentment towards my sister, for living so virtuously that I am constantly seen in stark contrast 

with her perfect filiality.  I am trying my best to be more like her, but it is exhausting and 

ingenuine.  Perhaps that was why the healing that found my older sister did not seem to reach 

me. 

After reflecting on the interview, I shared some of my bitterness with her.  I am glad that 

at this point in our relationship, I feel close enough with my sister to honestly talk about these 

undesirable feelings.  In turn, Vickie has grown more open and honest with me too.  When I call 

her out for acting holier-than-thou, she will sometimes acknowledge that she is indeed 

patronizing and arrogant, which always makes my petty side gloat, satisfied. 

Critical theory is the mother I run to, to teach me the language to understand my lived 

reality and experiences.  In Ingratitude: The Debt-Bound Daughter in Asian American 

Literature, feminist and literary scholar erin Khuê Ninh writes about ungrateful daughters.  On 

Maxine Hong Kingston’s No Name Woman, Ninh states: “Daughterhood is conditional in a 

universe of sovereign parental power, and the every-present ultimatum”—the threat of 

disownment and abandonment, whether explicit or implicit—“is a function of this 

conditionality.”  The logic of debt-bound daughters means that the daughter is indebted, her life 

itself the penance.  My sister’s understanding of her life resonates with this concept of 



 

indebtedness, as she experiences deep love from our parents’ sacrifices and desires to honor 

them. 

It is difficult, sometimes, to see beyond dualisms.  Will the daughter who practices 

filiality always be the superior model against which the ungrateful daughter is shamed, or 

shames herself?  I do not want filiality to be the condition by which I decide to dispense love to 

my own future children.  At present, in my own family, I am hungry for more relational 

configurations between parents and children—models of filial love beyond an understanding of 

daughters as debtors.  So I search for answers in this conversation, standing with and against my 

older sister, hoping that the tension between herself and I may press out meaning.  



 

VI 

Conclusion: The Politics of Feeling 

 

On March 17, 2021, eight people were shot and killed in Atlanta-area massage parlors.  

These shootings took place in three different parlors multiple miles apart.  Six of these victims 

were Asian women—spa employees, massage therapist, parlor patrons. 

 Lost, I called my friends.  Our initial conversations were incoherent and spent expressing 

our grief and shock.  As time passed, we gradually found the space and vocabulary to process 

what had happened.  We discussed the domicility of East Asian women and the disposability of 

our bodies—racialized, queer, femme bodies—to white male rage. 

 Grief bled, bringing me back to increasing accounts of violence against our elders.  When 

I see new articles or pictures or videos, I cannot help but project and think of my own 

grandparents.  My own grandparents, who seldom ask for things for themselves.  I remember 

seeing my ah gong last summer, hardly speaking anymore due to his advanced cognitive disease, 

but whose face lit up with happiness as he ate leftover birthday cake for breakfast.  Frosting 

caught in the wrinkles around his mouth.  When you are old, you should be allowed to eat 

whatever you want. 

 I have seen many circulate these distressing accounts of bodily violence on our elders as 

reason to pay attention to anti-Asian racism.  Bodily violence is horrifying, visible, obvious.  In 

light of anti-Black racism over the summer, where the deaths of Black men and women catalyzed 

an enormous outcry over systemic racism and policing, I can see the appeal of pointing to our 

beaten elders as justification for why we deserve attention too.  We may see the brutality of 



 

bodily harm against Asian Americans and read it coherently against familiar threats of literal 

death apparent in anti-Black racism. 

Anti-Black racism may be the most familiar paradigm of racism in America, but it 

operates differently from anti-Indigenous racism, which operates differently from anti-Asian 

racism.  Each of these types of racism are not monoliths either—anti-East Asian racism differs 

from anti-South Asian racism, which differs from anti-Southeast Asian racism.  Each form of 

marginalization operates according to a different logic and splits further to reflect an 

innumerable number of possibilities for subjectivity and abjection. 

A feminist project is to build coalitions beyond understanding.  Empathy may produce 

connection, but these connections only become political when they are mobilized to political 

ends.  Anti-racist projects must address all forms of racism, including the racism that is 

unsensational, built on erasure, and easy to look away from.  In a conversation with my friend 

Dana, we shared our quiet concern that we were not allowed to matter or take up space in 

conversations about racism.  I pointed out, it is true that we as East Asians should not center 

ourselves in spaces built for other racial groups.  However, an important part of building our own 

consciousness involves recognizing the pressures operating outside and within ourselves, 

coercing us into silence, into thinking we do not actually have it so bad. 

We do not have to experience the same things in order to help.  We do not have to 

understand.  I do not necessarily want others to understand, because that would involve more 

suffering.  Yet the burden of educating is on us, and I am tired.  I am tired that these are things 

that still have to be told to people.  But I will tell, because there is no other way to protect myself 

and my community.  There is no future without telling. 



 

 bell hooks writes: “As more people of color raise our consciousness and refuse to be 

pitted against one another, the forces of neocolonial white supremacist domination must work 

harder to divide and conquer.”  Feminism is a movement about liberation.  We tell our own 

stories, but we do so together, in an attempt to liberate ourselves and one another.  I peddle unity 

not to water ourselves and our unique needs downs, but rather to align ourselves with grieving 

others in order to sharpen our collective power. 

 It is important to do this work in community.  During the weeks following the shooting, 

the only people I felt safe talking about it with were my East Asian sisters.  Whenever I hear 

jokes or comments about how the Asians only hang out with one another, I want to scream.  

Sometimes life outside is unbearable.  I seem harsh, but it is because I reserve all my softness for 

the important people in my life.  We gather amongst ourselves, nurturing and nourishing each 

other, until we are filled up and can share the excess we have with others.  Care motivates us into 

action, because the most important thing is to care for the wellness of ourselves and our loved 

ones.  We unite in larger community with others seeking the same thing, resisting forces intent 

on breaking our connections and collective power. 

The politics of feeling is not a politics of sameness.  Rather, it draws strength from each 

of our intimate experiences and mobilizes us into action.  It binds individuals and communities 

together with care.  The politics of feeling is alive with affects, mobilized in support and 

solidarity.  It shows us that we are never alone.  
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