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CULTURAL GOALPOSTS
AMBER WONG

y 26-year-old son Bryce stands at the stove in the cramped
Brooklyn apartment he shares with four other guys. Surveying

the piles of meat and vegetables stacked neatly on the cutting board, he
taps a finger to his lips, absently pushes a lock of brown hair out of his
eyes. What to stir-fry first? Meat or onions? To test if the frying pan is
hot enough, he dips a chopstick into the oil on the bottom, a Chinese
trick I learned from my mom long ago. No bubbles form at the tip. As
the oil continues to heat, he glances over to the nearby sheet-draped
dilapidated couch where Jack sits plucking at his new Fender guitar.
Bryce and Jack have been best buds in Seattle since they were four. Over
the years, play dates morphed into jam sessions, and both his house and
ours rocked progressively better music as the boys moved through high
school. Although their paths briefly diverged, the fact that they’re living
in New York together attests to the durability of their bond.

Bryce smiles appreciatively. “Hey, sounds good, man.” Behind a
curtain of shoulder-length hair, Jack grunts and nods in agreement.

Bryce tosses in the onions and garlic, quickly stirs the sizzling mass
with his chopsticks. Three minutes later, in goes the chicken. Then, in
quick succession, broccoli, carrots, and snow peas, hard vegetables
before soft. Steam billows from the pan. He's topping it off with hboi sin
sauce when another housemate walks into the kitchen.

“Mmm!” The housemate sniffs loudly, peers into the frying pan.
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“That looks great, man. It looks like you literally had a real Chinese
person make that.” Though his syntax is jumbled, there’s a high note of
appreciation.

Bryce silently raises an eyebrow. There’s a loud BWANG as Jack
beats down a harsh dissonant chord, the jarring equivalent of a Jeopardy
“wrong answer” buzzer. Without looking up, Jack checks his fingering
and drily adds, “Yeah, well that’s because a real Chinese person did make
that.”

When Bryce tells me this story, we laugh together. I'm finally over
my need to have him look like me, because he doesn’t—his father’s
Scotch-English ancestry completely masked my thousand-year Chinese
heritage. The fact that he thinks like me is good enough. But that’s not
accurate either. What's important is that he knows me well enough to
find this point of mutuality, the place where he accepts my curiosity
about him and offers sketches of his life for me to examine.

I see Bryce as an enigma, moving fluidly between worlds, a Marvel
shapeshifter who reflects what others expect to see. When the sun high-
lights his hipster hair with red and gold and his lanky frame eclipses the
Cantonese archetype of short and squat, his almond eyes turn almost
round. But in a Chinese banquet room with my cousins, aunts, and
uncles, pouring tea, serving fish, deftly lifting slippery mushrooms from
plate to mouth, he looks like me.

‘That space between two worlds is a place I do not recognize.

My world of absolutes, of rules, eclipses his. His world of nuance, of
circumstance, eclipses mine. We meet in the middle. That tension
between freedom and restriction becomes our story.

I tell him this story.

When I flew to Boston in January, the taxi line at Logan airport was
blessedly short. After my suitcase was safely secured in the trunk, 1 slid into
the back seat, grateful for the warmth. “Irving Street, Cambridge,” I said.

The cabbie glanced up at his rear-view mirror to catch my eye.
“Where are you from?” he asked with a smile. His accent seemed
vaguely Middle Eastern, but Boston is such a cosmopolitan city, he
could have been from anywhere.

“Seattle,” I automatically replied. I rummaged through my purse,
mentally calculating his fare as I checked my wallet for cash.
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“No, where are you fiom?" he asked again.

I glanced up. To my ear, he was a first-generation American. His
appearance—dark hair, medium complexion, shirt and slacks—was
unremarkable. Because of his initiative in starting the conversation, I
guessed that he’d immigrated ten, maybe twenty years ago. Why was he
asking? Was he really curious or just making idle conversation? As an
immigrant himself, was he wondering, “How many generations will it
take for my family to lose its accent, like her?” But I doubted it. I
decided to test my hunch on where this was headed.

Casually, with sunny West Coast familiarity, I responded, “Cali-
fornia. I grew up in the Bay Area.”

“No, where are you really from?”

Asked three times, I dug in. Chinese or Japanese, Korean or Viet-
namese, why did it matter? Like most DACA Dreamers, I'd be lost out
there in whatever Old World he was trying to pigeonhole me into.

“I'm from here,” I said firmly, pointing out the window at the snow-
lined street. “I was born here in Boston, at Massachusetts General
Hospital.” I straightened up and caught his eye in the rear-view mirror.
Tapping my chest I pronounced, “I'm an Ameerican.”

Bryce tells me this story.

In a darkened bar, Bryce was discussing with a new friend some
issue related to privilege and how it informs perspective. Suddenly the
conversation heated up. With a rhetoric wag of the finger, in the lofty
lexicon of young intellectuals, the woman dismissively blurted, “Well,
as a white man, your perspective is fundamentally detached from this
experience.”

There was an awkward pause. Bryce mulled his options. Should he
risk the conversational fallout by correcting her, saying he’s hapa, of mixed
race? Or should he let it pass because he basically agreed with the under-
lying principle? Can he legitimately claim a layered cultural perspective
even though his outer appearance shields him from suffering the conse-
quences of his own minority status? Can he really have it both ways?

“I'm half-Chinese,” he said, quickly adding, “but I agree with your
basic point.” He accepted his privilege, but also claimed his heritage.

Her reaction stunned him. Flustered, she started sputtering, “You
are? Oh, I'm so sorry! I didn’t mean to...”
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He waved aside her apology. “It’s okay, man.”

But later at home, he reflected upon privilege as a counting game of
“oppression tokens.” In the strange, inverted, parallel hierarchy he now
lives in, the more social factors you have working against you will deter-
mine your oppression status, which, paradoxically, increases your social
power. Within this 21* century countercultural, social justice-oriented
venue—a sliver of light I've not experienced—misidentifying or incorrectly
presuming someone’s oppression status has become the ultimate faux pas.

As I curled up on my couch in Seattle and draped a purple throw blanket
over my legs, I pressed my phone close to my ear to catch Bryce’s every
word. His relaxed cadence delighted me—this conversation wouldn't be
rushed. I imagined him sprawled across that same threadbare couch
where the dingy sheet hid coffee stains and worse. Bryce speaks now in
a voice that over the last few years has changed from superficially cynical
to critically incisive. Walking the multicultural alleys of New York has
sparked in him a new appreciation of identity.

“You know, it’s sort of funny,” Bryce said. “You've spent your life
trying to get people to ignore that you're Chinese because you didn’t
want their impressions of you to be colored by that. But you did it
almost too well. Now that you're exploring that identity, your friends
claim to be colorblind.”

I laughed. “Yeah, it’s weirdly uncomfortable hearing them deny the
obvious. When they say, ‘Oh, I don’t think of you as Chinese,’ as if first,
that’s a good thing, and second, that means that everyone else must feel
that way too, I feel like pointing at my face and going, ‘Really?’ What's
worse is when they make the leap and say, ‘How could anyone discrim-
inate against you? They can’t imagine it, so they tell me it can’t be
happening!”

Bryce’s wry laugh reassured me, reminded me of my dad. In mock
horror he added, “What is wrong with these people?”

As we continued to explore our mirror-image conundrum, Bryce
pointed out that our distinguishing factor is literally skin-deep: I look
Chinese; Bryce looks white. How ironic that my life’s struggle has been
to convince people that I'm really an American; his nascent battle is to
convince people that he’s got a nuanced cultural identity that doesn’t
stop at “default white American male.”

146



AMBER WONG

But for my generation, striving to be American came with a cost.
Cultural shaming existed 40 years ago too. Guardedly, I said, “Right,
I’'m what used to be known as a banana.”

“What's that?” Times have changed; he’s not familiar with the term.

“You know, yellow outside, white inside. The Chinese equivalent of
Oreo.”

As I spoke, I was surprised at the surge of raw anger that burned
me. Why would other Chinese judge me so harshly? To gain enfran-
chisement in broader society, I had to fit in, fight against stereotype.
Cognizant of at least three oppression tokens—Asian, woman, engineer
in a male-dominated profession—I worked hard to neutralize them.
Using excellent grammar, sports metaphors, and degrees from Stanford
helped. Adjusting to American behavioral norms came with the terri-
tory. I'd never apologize for that.

But for Bryce the calculus is different, and he struggles to be
accepted into a smaller society where entry is also predicated on appear-
ance. But absent black hair and almond eyes, his presence requires
explanation. His inverted but parallel struggle to be recognized as his
true self illuminates the progression of society—as well as its reces-
sion—as world events shape culture. Chinese exclusion was the prime
driver in my parents’ worldview; civil rights and feminism drove mine.

Bryce’s generation grapples with an ever-expanding matrix of identity
markers, and in the face of rapid technological change, expects the same
of cultural change. But adaptation, like evolution, comes in fits and
starts.

On the slim axis of racial equality, have we reached a cultural
tipping point? My parents hailed assimilation as the ultimate goal. But
is “social justice” a better descriptor for what they, and I, sought? Rather
than forcing ourselves into the “white” box, wasn’ the goal to assume an
equal place at the table and retain our cultural heritage? I realize that
now, a generation later, my “passing for white” sons stand at a cross-
roads. But I want for them a more perfect version of our original goal:
"To move fluidly between cultures #nd to never deny me.

In that vulnerable moment, I remembered my mother. One late
night when I was fourteen, we watched Imitation of Life together. Star-
ring Lana Turner, it was one of Mom’s favorite tearjerker movies. Over
the years, Mom often recounted the last scene with surprising urgency.
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“Remember when the daughter chased after the hearse at her mothers
funeral? She denied her black mother all those years, looked the other
way when she saw her on the street. Told everyone she was her nanny!
Because she passed for white, she wanted to be white.” Although I never
could quite conjure up the scene—I might have fallen asleep before the
end—I'd nod, apparently unconvincingly. “Don’t you rementber?” Mom
would scold, a distinct bite in her tone. “She was waving her arms,
crying and chasing the hearse down the road in the rain. In the end she
was sorry, she wanted her mother back. But too bad for her, it was too
late!”

Now I understand. Don’t be too white. It was Mom’s cautionary tale,
for me.

My parents, born in 1930s America, always perceived the world as
hostile. And for good reason. Stretching back to the post-Civil War era,
when my great-great-granduncle toiled in South Dakota and Colorado
as a cook alongside fellow Chinese miners and railroad builders, the
Naturalization Act of 1870 gave citizenship rights to African Americans
but specifically excluded Chinese on the grounds that they could never
be assimilated into American society. Twenty-six years later, at least one
Supreme Court justice officially doubled down on that argument. In his
1896 Plessy v. Ferguson dissent, Supreme Court Justice John Marshall
Harlan called out the Chinese as “a race so different from our own that
we do not permit those belonging to it to become citizens of the United
States. Persons belonging to it are, with few exceptions, absolutely
excluded from our country. I allude to the Chinese race.”

The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act—no subtlety there—fully legit-
imized this view and fueled a decade of bloody violence. Massacres in
Wyoming and Los Angeles led to anti-Chinese riots and forced expul-
sions in other cities, including Bellingham, Tacoma, and my current
hometown, Seattle. As fear of the “Yellow Peril” grew, Congress passed
even more restrictive laws that prohibited Chinese women from immi-
grating, dooming Chinatowns to remain “bachelor societies” and
effectively decimating the Chinese American population. Chinese were
still denied citizenship, prohibited from voting and serving on juries,
and, like my great-grandfather, required to carry Certificates of Resi-
dence or risk deportation. American-born Chinese women like my
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grandmother lost their tenuous “native citizen” status when they
married China-born men.

[t took three generations and another World War for things to
change. Only when China and the US became allies in World War II
was it politically palatable to repeal the Chinese Exclusion Act. In 1943,
The Magnuson Act finally put the legal strictures to rest. But the social
strictures remained. After three generations, ingrained prejudice against
the Chinese was hard to erase. Every Chinese American who came of
age in the 1940s and 1950s has a discrimination story—in hiring, in
housing, and, like Dad, in even being allowed to swim in the community
public pool.

No wonder my parents felt like strangers in their own land.
Knowing that the broader white society viewed them with suspicion, as
children they returned the favor, retreating to the safe space of a Cali-
fornia Chinatown where everyone had something to hide. ITow many
uncles and cousins were paper sons, entering America under false iden-
tities? Who claimed they immigrated before 1882 but their paperwork
burned in the Great San Francisco Fire of 19062 Whose father worked
in illegal gambling parlors? Chinatown colluded to ensure that some
people could gain an economic toehold in America. Dodging the law
was second nature. Intense scrutiny bound their families to secrecy.

But by their teenage years they were forced to emerge or risk
lurking forever in the shadows of society. For my second-generation
mother and third-generation father, “being American” meant putting
aside the hurt, cloaking the animus, and disproving Justice Harlan’s
assertion. Assimilate? Yes we can. We'll study hard, attend the best
schools, become professionals, cross those cultural goalposts, and beat
them at their own game. “Ignore the small stuff,” Dad always said. And
like many Chinese Americans of their generation, they did. Dad’s oldest
brother flew P-51 escorts during World War II, was imprisoned in a
German POW camp, and upon release returned to his studies at MIT.
His second brother rose in the ranks of the Masons and Shriners, even-
tually serving as Potentate. During the Korean War, Dad served at an
Army hospital in Landstuhl, Germany, later becoming a doctor. They
were a bold generation of natural-born American citizens, confident
enough to push against the borders of society and break the barriers to
entry.
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When Bryce showed me the route that he and his friend Jay were plan-
ning to take on their cross-country road trip, I gave an involuntary gasp.
Traversing the South from Texas to Louisiana and up to Atlanta made
my stomach churn. “Why the South?” I groaned. “Jay’s white, so he'll
be okay, but minorities like us aren’t welcome there.” My uncle, the P-
51 pilot, had told me about stepping off his Southern military base in
the ‘40s and confronting “colored” and “white” bathrooms. Where
should Chinese go? Back then, some people in the South had never seen
Chinese before. I didn’t add that their shoulder length hair could also
be an issue.

Bryce just laughed. “Maybe not when you were young, but things
have changed.” When they returned, I asked him how it went.

“Funny about that,” Bryce said, chuckling. “No one gave me any
trouble. But they sure gave Jay the stink-eye. His grandfather’s
Portuguese, so they might have thought he looked Middle Eastern.
Especially with his long hair.” Infuriatingly, in some circles, the slice of
“who belongs in America” was deliberately being narrowed in a single
glance. “What do they know,” Bryce said dismissively.

That’s what I was thinking recently when I was yelled at on a
crowded sidewalk in downtown Seattle. “You! Chinese lady! Go home!”
a busking street acrobat shouted.

Sticks and stones, I thought as I crossed the street. I know who I am,
and I a2 home.
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