
1. What words, definitions, or ideas do you associate with the word “citizen”? How do these 
associations line up with your experience as an Asian American?  

 
I associate the words belonging and also the idea of responsibility. So I think that when you are 
granted citizenship you are given official recognition that you belong to a community, to the 
nation. But at the same time it’s not a free ride, you have to actually obey the rules and policies 
and laws of that nation, you know. So that means you have to pay taxes, contribute your share 
to make sure that the nation is healthy.  
 

1. How do these associations line up with your experience as an Asian American?  
 
I was born here, so I thought that I was American from the get-go, I didn’t know any different, 
you know? My parents really encouraged that type of feeling. They never really pushed the 
Koreanness part they just pushed the, you know, “be excellent, be better than everyone else” 
part. It wasn’t until people made fun of me for being Asian American that I realized that not 
everyone perceived me the way I saw myself. For me, it was totally natural to think I was apart 
of this country and be a citizen here, but it wasn’t until people used that as a weapon that I 
started to realize people saw me differently and that that was rooted. That was when I learned 
the word in 1st grade “ignorance.” Because I was puzzled as to why they were so hateful and 
angry. 
 

1. Can you tell me a story about a time you felt pre-judged or discriminated against for 
being Asian American? Have there been any other experiences like that that you’ve 
experienced or witnessed?  

 
Yes, once a year, actually. But the first time I can remember this is that my sister and I had to 
walk down to the bus stop. It was a long windy country road so it was a good half a mile from 
our house, you know. We walked down to the bus stop which was a side road in the 
neighborhood and this kid who lived right near there–this was our first time walking, I was in 
kindergarden I think we had just moved there–and this kid starts dancing around yelling “Ching 
chong ching chong.” I had no idea what they meant, and I looked at my sister and she was 
crying, her face was red and she was crying. She was so angry. I said “why is he saying those 
words” and–he was also doing the thing where he stretches out his eyes–and she said “it’s 
because he’s making fun of us for being Korean.” And I said “why would he make fun of us” but 
then she kept on sobbing and I couldn’t bear to see her in that kind of pain and embarrassment 
so I started crying by association because it hurt so much to see her like that. She, to me, was 
very powerful, and all of a sudden she was being humiliated for something that made no sense 
to me whatsoever. Again, it made no sense to me as to why anybody would’ve thought that was 
worth making fun of. Why would you make fun of somebody for being who they are? That 
seemed absolutely mystifying and a little bit terrifying. 
 

2. Have there been any other experiences like that that you’ve experienced or witnessed?  
 



Yes. We grew up in this rural, very white part of Pennsylvania. At least once or twice a year… 
number one my sister and I were always being called out for such good students. We would 
have these random encounters. I remember once in seventh grade in woodshop this kid just 
started screaming at me “go back to where you came from! You’re such a show off! You always 
think that since you get good grades…” It came out of nowhere. Later on, people told me that he 
was really high and he was smoking a lot of weed and pot. He was just flipping out. Again, I had 
no idea, and he was screaming at me, and that time I started to cry. He looked so angry and he 
was yelling at me and freaking out and saying “go back to where you came from” and I as far as 
I knew I was born in Detroit, Michigan, so did he mean I should go back to Detroit, Michigan. I 
didn’t understand that sentiment of “go back to where you came from.” It happens all the time. 
People call out my race and ethnicity. In airports, they tell me I look like some asian celebrity or 
they try to greet me… I had this guy who kept on persistently trying to say hi to me in chinese. 
When you are completely unaware of it is when it is going to be called out to you. 
 

1. Zora Neale Hurston once wrote, “I feel most colored when I am thrown against a sharp 
white background.” Does this statement feel true to your own experience in some way? 
Can you rephrase this statement to express your own experience more accurately? 

 
I felt no different until people persistently called me out for being different. Then I started to 
internalize this as not a good thing. I had no consciousness that I was different until people 
started to weaponize it. It wasn’t that I accepted that I was different, it’s more that there was a 
long, long journey to realizing that everybody has their differences and challenges, number one 
1. And 2, that phrasing being of color… I didn’t own that phrase until late in life. Now I own it. 
For the longest time, I thought I was just trying to be white. Act white, be white, pretend that I 
was white. Because, when I was pointed out that I wasn’t white, it was being used in a really 
hurtful and ignorant way. It probably wasn’t until my early 30s or late 20s that I really started to 
accept that being not white was pretty wonderful. It was the source of my memories, my 
identity… All the things about my identity I realized are associated with being not white. But true 
pride and ownership of being nonwhite took a long time. That’s because everyone was telling 
me it’s a bad thing.  
 

1. Has your outward appearance ever caused you to feel invisible, hyper-visible, or both? 
 
I remember one time I felt invisible. I was visiting my friend in the Hamptons and everyone there 
was incredibly white, rich, and privileged. They all looked very preppy and they looked like they 
stepped out of a catalog, and all the girls were skinny and blond or skinny and light brown hair. I 
felt invisible because they couldn’t put me in a category. The only asian women they knew were 
super skinny models or artists and I didn’t fit into any of those categories. So I felt invisible 
because they didn’t know how to treat me. I felt hypervisible in times… like when I wanted to 
wear a halloween costume, do asian people wear this type of halloween costume and I felt 
hypervisible whether or not I could wear the right costume. I definitely felt hypervisible when 
there were very few asians to be found. I remember going to minnesota outside of minneapolis 
in very rural regions and people were staring at me in supermarkets because they had never 



seen asian people before. Deep South, same thing. When I went to Africa, same thing. They 
have no experience with Asian people other than very stereotypical images on TV.  
 

1. Has your self-image or your perception of your own body ever been challenged or 
changed by how others see or relate to you for being Asian American? 

 
Yes, all the time. I thought that Asian women were supposed to be little delicate flowers and 
fragile little pieces of femininity, and so it really inhibited me for a long time. Now I really want to 
look strong and I really want to look fit and it’s hard to let go of that idea that everyone had that 
Asian people should be stick thin and really fragile-looking. It was hard to form a unique sense 
of my body when you are trying to conform to everyone’s stereotypes of what your ethnicity 
should look like. My mom even said that to me one time. She wanted me to date korean men. 
She said “they like them much skinnier than you.” 
 

1. In the book Citizen, author Claudia Rankine uses many narratives of 
“micro-aggressions,” or individual acts of racism that collectively form the crushing 
experience of racism in America. Have you ever experienced or witnessed 
microaggressions directed at Asian Americans? Can you describe one or two specific 
instances? How have these microaggressions affected you or someone you know over 
time?  

 
I think it is important to distinguish between microaggressions which have a negative, 
unpleasant impact and people making jokes out of ignorance with no harmful intent. An example 
of the latter is that when I started working at the RWJ Foundation there was this assistant there 
sitting at the lunch table and there was this big asian flu called sars, a lot of people picked it up 
while traveling in Asia. She goes “you’re oriental, do you have sars?” There was this silence at 
the table and one of my colleagues said to her “that is so rude, what you just said.” She called 
her out for it but this woman was saying it as a joke. It was a hurtful joke, but she was just 
clumsy and unaware. An example of an actual microaggression is when Annie started first 
grade early because she had one of those weird birthdays and she wasn’t ready for it so she 
was really struggling with the homework. Her first grade teacher called me in for a conference 
with the principal and she told me that she thought that Annie should be dropped back to 
Kindergarten. So I thought that was a fine recommendation to make but then the teacher goes “I 
know that your culture is all about hyper-achievement and early achievement, but this is really 
the best decision for Annie.” I was so upset by that. I cried for an hour after that conversation 
because of what she was implying. I was so hurt by the implication that I was trying to push 
Annie beyond what was good for her because I was Asian. That I was some Asian tiger-mom 
when in actual fact I was listening to her very thoughtfully about what Annie needed. That was a 
very vivid example of a microaggression, but yeah they happen all the time. 
 

1. In which specific areas of American life/culture do you feel the most included or 
represented? In which areas do you feel the least included or represented? Why?  

 



I had felt very included in the educational system as a student. I’ve always felt like I was given 
tons of opportunities in education to be the best. I felt like teachers loved me. THey loved me 
because I was bright and I had a lot of personality and I didn’t feel like there was any racism I 
encountered and I didn’t encounter any problems from peer groups either except for those 
random instances I came across. But other than that I felt very included in education. In 
employment, yes, although when you get to the leadership level it gets a little different. Then it’s 
not just a bias about being Asian, it’s a bias about being a woman. Where as a woman leader 
you get scrutinized and everything you do is wrong. Anything that a white male would be 
forgiven, a woman would be beaten up about. I think that has less to do with being an Asian 
American and more to do with being an Asian American women, it’s a combination of the two. 
 

1. What kinds of images and stories in the media about Asian American concern you the 
most or cause you to react emotionally? Why? 

 
I don’t care so much about the type of representation. I don’t have any rules like asians 
shouldn’t play this or asians shouldn’t play that. I just think there should be more, I think there is 
an absence of asian americans in representation. It’s crazy that it took this long for there to be 
the first snl asian american member. Before Ally Wong there was Margaret Cho and that’s it. 
There is so few. I feel like there should be a bigger choice, not just for Asian Americans but of 
black of Hispanic of asian american representation in movies and books. Books has changed 
the most dramatically. Books have done a lot around diverse voices in fiction but I think that TV 
and movies have a long way to go. They should stop the whitewashing. 
 

1. Do you know of any public figures who have worked for or against the advancement of 
Asian American? (If so, who? And, how do you feel about their work?) 

 
I think that there are more examples than there used to be. Kevin Kwan putting together crazy 
rich asians as a mainstream feature film, that was a big deal. Fresh off the boat was a big deal. 
People are opening the door but people feel like they need a more visible leader like Ava 
Deverney is for black people and Tyler Perry opening up their studio. You need more asian 
people in places of power. I thought it was interesting because one of the areas I felt a lot of 
pride in asian american power, the secretary general of the UN Ban Ki Mun, he was a korean, 
and I felt like he was an interesting representation of a climate activist, incredibly well-known he 
was passionate about climate issues. He had this really powerful position as head of the UN. 
But I also think there are a lot of asian americans who give asian representation a bad name. 
Mitch maconnel’s wife is a transportation secretary which she totally got that position through 
utter corruption and now she has all of these conflict of interest deals. Any time you’re a person 
of color, you feel really proud when one of your own ascends to this leadership position and 
does a really great job, and you feel doubly shamed when someone gets to that position and is 
so corrupt and so awful. It’s like how fearful black people were when Obama took the 
presidency they said “it’s gonna be ten times worse if he screws up for us.” I think ally wong is a 
great representation of asian women in comedy, I just think there needs to be more television 



show runners, more screenwriters… the new director of the eternals, the new Marvel series, 
chloe dao, she’s asian. And I think that the director of snowpiercer is amazing.  
 

1. In Citizen, Claudia Rankine uses many different visual images that serve as metaphors 
for the experience of being Black in America. What do you think could be a metaphor for 
your experience?  

 
I think the only metaphor I can think of is that it's like looking at a coloring book before it’s been 
colored and filling in the lines and outlines and deciding what color you are. Not just how other 
people see you but how you actually want to own that identity. Other people when they refer to 
someone like me as “yellow,” for the longest time I had no idea what they meant. If you look at 
the color yellow, I didn’t associate that with the color of my skin. I associate that with the color of 
someone who has liver disease. Sometimes I’ll look at Annie’s skin tone and Dad’s skin tone 
and your skin tone and I’ll realize it is a completely different skin tone. I would call it more 
golden. The metaphor I would say is there is a way that you can own the color and your identity 
and be proud of it and there is a way that people can be ashamed of it because of how other 
people treat that. They assume all kinds of things about you that are wrong because they have 
all these really harmful stereotypes in their head. 
 
 
 
 


