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ALEXA ALICE JOUBIN

Screening Anti-Asian Racism
Gendered and Racialized Discourses in Film and Television

ABSTRACT The global pan demic of COVID-19 has exac er bated anti-Asian rac ism—the demon iza tion of the 

Asian Amer i can and Pacific Islander com mu ni ties as viral ori gins—in the United States. Offering strat e gies for 

inclu sion and for iden ti fy ing tacit forms of misog y nis tic rac ism, this arti cle ana lyzes the man i fes ta tion of the 

ideas of yel low peril and yel low fever in recent films and tele vi sion series. The spec ta tor ial aspect of rac ism has 

both fetishized Asian bod ies and erased Asianness from con tent cre a tors’ visual land scapes. These case stud ies 

reveal that racialized think ing is insti tu tion al ized as power rela tions in the cul tural and polit i cal life, take the 

form of polit i cal mar gin al i za tion of minor ity groups, and cause emo tional dis tress and phys i cal harm within and 

beyond the fic tional uni verse.
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In an attempt to curb the out break of the dis ease now known as COVID-19, the 
Chi nese gov ern ment ordered a lock down of Wuhan on Jan u ary 23, 2020, two days 
before the Chi nese New Year, and the World Health Organization declared the 
out break a pan demic in March 2020. The puta tive Asian ori gins of the global pan-
demic have exac er bated anti-Asian rac ism in the United States that was already 
brewing in pre vi ous years, fueled by the Trump admin is tra tion’s rac ist and incen-
di ary lan guage about minor i ties. The stay-at-home orders may have slowed down 
the spread of virus but they also accel er ated anon y mous hate speech online.

The cultures and prac tices asso ci ated with China—includ ing peo ple of East 
Asian descent—have been vil i fied, which has led to col lat eral dam age in the form 
of hate crimes against Asian Amer i cans and Pacific Islanders (AAPI). Due to 
stay-at-home orders, more peo ple found time to tune into social media to con-
nect with like-minded indi vid u als for venting and social i za tion, both dem on-
strat ing Sinophobic behav iors, on Reddit, Twitter, and 4chan.1 The lock down has 
thus not only distended time but also turned back the clock on human rights by 
inad ver tently curtailing the rights of minor ity groups.

The shel ter-in-place orders also led to increased engage ment with video con-
tent repackaged for at-home con sump tion, mak ing rac ism go viral. Examining 
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an archive of films and tele vi sion series, this essay identifies pejo ra tive con struc-
tions of Asianness. Drawing on Belinda Kong’s pre-COVID essay, “Pandemic as 
Method,” which treats the phe nom e non of the pan demic as “a set of dis cur sive 
rela tions” that is “a prod uct of lay ered his to ries of power,”2 and on Carlos Rojas’s 
meth od ol ogy of con cep tual extrap o la tion, I exam ine key scenes in these works to 
delin eate the inter sec tions of anti-Asian rac ism and misog yny, and to show how 
these two forms of oppres sion share a sim i lar vocab u lary. Below, I use a series of 
snap shots of films and tele vi sion series cou pled with ana ly ses of atten dant cul-
tural con texts to reveal the “net works within which those works are posi tioned” 
dur ing the pan demic.3

Films have often projected both neg a tive and super fi cially pos i tive ste reo-
types of racial minor i ties and their claims to per sonal truths, which give fod der 
to racial hate. A prominent exam ple of cin ema’s sta tus as a barom e ter of imag i na-
tive prototyping is D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), which revived the 
then-declin ing white-suprem a cist ter ror group the Ku Klux Klan. In fact, it was 
only after the film was released that the KKK adopted the prac tices of wear ing 
white hoods and burn ing crosses, and dur ing the film’s five-year tour across the 
United States, lynchings rose five fold wher ever the film was screened.4

Visibly Invisible Asianness
One film stands out dur ing the Covid pan demic: Steven Soderbergh’s Contagion 
(2011), which was inspired by the SARS out break of 2002–3, skyrocketed to the 
top of Warner Bros.’ charts in 2020. For con text, the film ranked 270th in pop u-
lar ity in Decem ber 2019.5 In the film, Beth Emhoff (Gwyneth Paltrow) con tracts 
an unknown dis ease in a Macau casino, after which she returns home to Min-
neapolis. The open ing sequence com prises a series of scenes in the daily life of 
Tokyo, Hong Kong, and other East Asian cit ies, with title cards show ing pop u la-
tion num bers. East Asian char ac ters, who have no lines in those scenes, appear 
sick on buses and side walks, some drop ping dead in pub lic. As the cam era fol lows 
an unnamed, ill Chi nese man through an open-air poul try mar ket in Hong Kong, 
the shot is trained on ven dors hawking their goods over live chick ens in rusty 
cages. Though no voice-over nar ra tion is included, these scenes tac itly link Asian-
ness with dis ease, ani mal ity, and inscru ta ble food cul ture. The film’s final scene, 
mean while, con sists of a flash back that takes audi ences to a for est in south ern 
China that is being bulldozed. As local bats are dis turbed, they flee to human hab-
i tats, and one drops an infected banana in a pig farm. The pig that con sumes the 
banana is then slaughtered and cooked by a Macau chef who, with out wash ing his 
hands, shakes hands with an unsus pect ing Emhoff, thereby unleashing a global 
pan demic—a binary clar ity not found in our world rav aged by COVID-19. Like 
The Birth of a Nation, Contagion uses these cog ni tive short cuts to frame an entire 
group of peo ple and their cul tural prac tices as the per ceived source of ill ness.
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Films pro vide a lin ear nar ra tive and sense of clo sure that may seem comfort-
ing, and Contagion puts human faces—Chi nese faces to be exact—on an invis i-
ble, viral threat. Mixing fic tional nar ra tives about char ac ters strug gling to sur vive 
with visu al i za tion of the spread of con ta gion, the film offers global round ups on 
alarm ist maps show ing projected num bers of deaths. However, only the death of 
white char ac ters is given cul tural sig nifi  cance, while oth ers remain face less casu-
al ties. Despite its topic of a global pan demic, the film focuses on the trib u la tions 
and even tual tri umph of its white pro tag o nists.

The film’s insin u a tion that Asian cui sine may give rise to dis eases echoes sim i lar 
scenes in other works. For exam ple, in the ABC series Fresh Off the Boat—which 
chron i cles a Taiwanese Amer i can fam ily’s relo ca tion from Washington, DC, to 
Orlando, Florida—a school boy is bul lied over “eat ing worms” (noo dles) at lunch, 
and begs his mother for “white peo ple lunch.” Food-related insults such as “rice 
eater” are also hurled at the mixed-race char ac ter Alina Starkov (played by Chi nese-
Brit ish actress Jessie Mei Li) in Shadow and Bone, Eric Heisserer’s fan tasy stream ing 
series on Netflix (2021). In these exam ples, Asian char ac ters as three-dimen sional 
humans recede into the back ground while the shock fac tor of Asian food takes cen-
ter stage. “Ethnic” food is presented as unhy gienic and a source of shame.

Food also emerges as a flash point in Lee Isaac Chung’s Minari (2020), a film 
that tells the story of a Korean Amer i can fam ily’s relo ca tion from California to 
rural Arkansas. Brought to the United States by the grand mother, Soon-ja, to 
plant by a creek, the tit u lar minari, a Korean water cel ery, becomes a sym bol 
of resilience that sus tains the fam ily phys i cally and emo tion ally. The final scene, 
fol low ing a con fla gra tion that destroys the pro duce on the fam ily’s farm, shows 
new life and hope in the form of the pros per ing minari. The veg e ta ble turns a 
patch of land by the creek into Korean-inclu sive, sus tain ing soil. Desperate to 
fit into main stream Amer i can cul ture at home and in school, the young David 
quiz zes his grand mother on whether she bakes cook ies like a “real [Amer i can] 
grandma.” Disappointed, David nags Soon-ja about her behav iors that defy ste-
reo types about grand moth ers, such as chug ging Mountain Dew. Apparently, and 
for tu nately, one is not always what one eats.

With regard to Contagion, and despite the pan demic-induced rise of anti-
Asian rac ism in 2020, most recent main stream English-lan guage news stories 
about the film have not paid atten tion to its prob lem atic por trayal of East Asia. 
Instead, most of the dis cus sion, in ven ues such as the Guardian and the New York 
Times, has focused on how real is tic and pro phetic the ten-year-old film’s por-
trayal of a pan demic is. This indiff er ence to anti-Asian atti tudes is aston ish ing 
when one con sid ers the prom i nence of East Asia in the film’s plot, and it dem on-
strates the polit i cal and cul tural invis i bil ity of Asians in the West.

The oper at ing defi  ni tion and insti tu tional under stand ing of “diver sity” in 
the United States rarely includes peo ple of Asian descent because of unfounded 
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claims of their over rep re sen ta tion as well as emo tional, if inac cu rate, asser tions 
that the “model minor ity” is wealthy, auton o mous, and exempted from dis crim i-
na tion. In fact, Asian Amer i cans have the larg est income dis par ity and the high-
est pov erty rate of any racial group.6 For instance, Asian Amer i cans were left out 
of the #OscarsSoWhite, a cam paign to diver sify the vot ing mem ber ship of the 
Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences. Their polit i cal invis i bil ity also 
results from other fac tors relat ing to the mul ti ple and con tra dic tory mean ings 
of race in con tem po rary Amer i can cul ture. The intense focus on Blackness and 
white suprem acy may also obscure other groups, such as His pan ics, Chi ca nos, 
and Native Amer i cans. Further, compared to other minor i ties such as Latinx, 
mean while, Asian Amer i cans are more reluc tant to report crimes, and are there-
fore less vis i ble in pub lic records.7

The Colorblind Gaze
The cin e matic screen is a dis cur sively formed lim i nal space between fic tional uni-
verses and film audi ences’ lived real i ties. When actors embody the char ac ters, they 
draw atten tion to their accents, man ner isms, and (un)inten tion ally high lighted or 
concealed traces of racialized inscrip tions in their lives. Yet audi ences of Contagion 
seem to have looked through—rather than at—the Asian char ac ters, many of whom 
are unnamed. Laura Mulvey has the o rized that Hol ly wood films tend to operate 
under the deter min ing, tri par tite male gaze of the char ac ters, film mak ers, and audi-
ences, which pro jects mas cu lin ist fan ta sies onto the nar ra tive.8 Similarly, audi ences 
of the dom i nant racial group often approach films through a colorblind gaze, one 
that erases the pres ence of Asianness that is seen but not truly acknowledged.

There is a well-rec og nized tra di tion of using Asianness for orna men tal value, 
par tic u larly in dys to pian sci-fi films that draw on Asian city scapes and food to 
express exot i cism. For instance, Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) is set in a futur-
is tic, Japanesque Los Angeles where Rick Deckard (Harrison Ford) eats ramen 
between mis sions. Junks, the iconic Hong Kong ships with fully bat tened sails, 
adorn the sky line of future New York in Luc Besson’s The Fifth Element (1997), as 
fig ure 1 shows. Chi nese neon signs and lan terns pep per the street scenes of Bay 
City in the Netflix series Altered Carbon (2018–20). In San Fransokyo, the fic-
tional city and back drop of Big Hero 6 (2014), the Kabuki-za, the prin ci pal the ater 
in Tokyo for the clas si cal form of dance-drama, sits com fort ably among Amer-
i can high-rises, merg ing the two coasts of the Pacific in the sunny future. James 
Mangold’s The Wol ver ine (2013) engages in habit ual deploy ment of Jap a nese archi-
tec ture, such as a shiro (cas tle) and Tokyo’s Zōjō-ji Temple, and war rior out fits 
(Ichirō’s elec tro me chan i cal suit, named the Silver Samurai) to sig nal evil within.

These films also fea ture a great deal of Asian script, ampli fy ing the myth that 
Asian writ ing is inscru ta ble. There is no cul tur ally mean ing ful engage ment with 
the Asian set tings in these films. The char ac ters may live in a futur is tic Asian uni-
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verse, but they move through the social and archi tec tural space with out giv ing 
mean ing to the pres ence of Asian writ ing, food, and modes of transportation. 
Asian cit ies and peo ple, there fore, become disembodied, exotic “aliens.” The geo-
graph i cal dis tance enforces the tem po ral dis tance as con tem po rary Asian urban 
scenes are reframed as futur is tic cin e matic space.

There is an impor tant dis tinc tion between color-con scious and colorblind 
cast ing, in that the for mer involves choices made to coun ter act the era sure of 
minor i ties, bring ing actors’ iden ti ties into intentioned, mean ing ful inter ac tions 
with plot ele ments, whereas the lat ter per pet u ates rac ism by equat ing social jus-
tice with the absence of stereotyping in selec tion pro cesses.9 Some actors, such as 
John Cho, take on non-racially coded roles with out being type cast. William Yu 
ini ti ated #StarringJohnCho, a pro ject call ing for diver sity in cast ing the Korean 
Amer i can actor in Hol ly wood’s tra di tional lead ing roles. A series of film post ers 
were mod i fied to fea ture Cho, such as The Martian, Spectre, Me Before You, and 
Avengers: Age of Ultron.10 These post ers invite view ers to imag ine oth er wise, a 
world that is both color-con scious and colorblind.

In par tic u lar, a puta tively colorblind gaze has led to a two fold prob lem of Asian 
invis i bil ity in screen cul ture. Films and tele vi sion pro gram ming either lack Asian 
rep re sen ta tion—a phe nom e non exac er bated by the prac tice of “white wash ing” 
(in which white actors are cast in Asian roles)—or they focus only on neg a tive 
por tray als of Asian char ac ters, such as Gong Li’s per for mance of Isabella, lover of 
and finan cial adviser to a drug dealer in Michael Mann’s film Miami Vice (2006). 
Edward Zwick’s The Last Samurai (2003) fea tures a large East Asian cast support-
ing a white male lead (Tom Cruise). There are a few Western-pro duced films that 
fea ture pre dom i nantly East Asian casts, such as Yuen Woo-ping’s Crouching Tiger, 
Hidden Dragon: Sword of Destiny (2016), Rob Marshall’s Memoirs of a Geisha 
(2005), and Wayne Wang’s The Joy Luck Club (1993), together with films that star 
Indian actors, such as Life of Pi (2012) and Slumdog Millionaire (2008). However, 
these films often encour age a colorblind gaze that ulti mately sub sumes Asian-

FIGURE 1. A flying Hong Kong Junk selling Thai food in New York in Luc Besson’s The Fifth Element (1997).
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ness under more puta tively uni ver sal themes that appeal to white audi ences, such 
as famil ial bonds (Joy Luck Club), and Hol ly wood pop fem i nism, indi vid u al ism, 
wealth porn, and romance (Crazy Rich Asians, 2018).

While Crazy Rich Asians made his tory for Asian Amer i can rep re sen ta tion in 
main stream US cin ema, for instance, it failed to human ize the Asian Amer i can 
com mu ni ties. The film maps East Asian faces onto Hol ly wood’s comforting con ven-
tions of a roman tic com edy between Rachel Chu (Constance Wu) and her boy friend 
Nick Young (Henry Golding), heir appar ent of the Young fam ily busi ness empire. 
The con flict between Rachel and Nick’s mother, Eleanor (Michelle Yeoh), casts the 
ten sions between diasporic Asians and those who reside within Asia in sim pli fied, 
binary terms. Old Asia, represented by Eleanor, is described as feu dal and patri-
ar chal, while “New” Asia embodies a hope ful future of neo lib eral cap i tal ism and 
indi vid u al ism. The film glosses over the diverse com mu ni ties within Singapore by 
cast ing non-Chi nese actors in eth ni cally Chi nese roles, thereby con trib ut ing to the 
myth that Asian faces are inter change able and indis tin guish able from one another.

Even the film’s inter tex tual engage ment with other films remains pat ently 
white. For instance, as Nick, his best friend Colin, and other guests approach 
the bach e lor party on a con tainer-ship-turned-party-boat from the air, the heli-
cop ters in for ma tion against the soundtrack of the Walkürenritt (“Ride of the 
Val ky ries”) invoke key ele ments of the iconic scene in Francis Ford Coppola’s 
Apocalypse Now (1979), includ ing the ocean and the set ting sun. Similarly, the 
way the char ac ters look out in awe through a heli cop ter’s win dows ech oes the 
par al lel scene in Steven Spielberg’s Juras sic Park (1993) in which the tycoon John 
Hammond’s guests approach Isla Nublar in a heli cop ter. In addi tion, the bloody 
fish in Rachel’s van dal ized hotel room pays trib ute to the sev ered horse head as 
intim i da tion tac tic in Coppola’s The Godfather (1972).

By trans lat ing what may not hold main stream inter est (uniquely Asian strug-
gles) into Amer i can pop fem i nism that is more pal at able for mass audi ences, 
Crazy Rich Asians ren ders its Asian con text trans par ent and irrel e vant. Asian 
loca tions, actors, and char ac ters are seen with out truly being under stood, which 
is why Brian Hu and Vincent N. Pham have called on film mak ers and cin ema 
stud ies to “cen ter Asian America beyond the cus tom ary turn tak ing” of such 
occa sions as the AAPI her i tage month.11 Nonetheless, the film’s suc cess at the US 
box office in the United States speaks vol umes for Asian Amer i can com mu ni ties’ 
tol er ance of its flaws for the sake of enhanced vis i bil ity. As Sara Ahmed writes, 
minor i ties are often forced to cel e brate the few works that rep re sent them, no 
mat ter how biased, because, as nov el ist Vin Packer put it, “more impor tant was 
the fact there was a new book about us.”12 Fortunately, Shang-Chi and the Legend 
of the Ten Rings (directed by the Hawaii-born Destin Dan iel Cretton, 2021), a 
super hero film consisting almost entirely of Asian actors, and other forth com ing 
films are chang ing the land scape of film mak ing.
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Yellow Peril
At work in Contagion and other films is the rac ist notion of “yel low peril,” the 
idea that East Asian peo ple are less civ i lized in their cul tural prac tices and there-
fore sources of dis eases and social ills. Racists have always asso ci ated racialized 
diff er ences with a lan guage of ill ness and infe ri or ity, though that lan guage has 
been used within China to counter oppres sions as well. As Carlos Rojas shows, 
“dis cus sions of dis ease have been used to reassess notion . . .  of national iden tity.”13 
The idea of yel low peril has been used in the Chi nese colo nial his tory as a sym bol 
of Western bul ly ing. In Wei Lo’s Fist of Fury (1972), Bruce Lee’s char ac ter, Chen 
Zhen, tears apart a ban ner that says “Sick Men of Asia” (fig ure 2). The Hong Kong 
film, set in what is known as a “cen tury of humil i a tion” (1839–1949), is one of the 
most prominent ref er ences to the that phrase in the twen ti eth cen tury.

Historically there were many inci dents linking the per cep tion of peo ple of 
East Asian descent to dis eases, an asso ci a tion that Contagion prop a gates and 
Fresh Off the Boat depicts. Nineteenth-cen tury Chi nese rail road work ers were 
accused of eat ing ver min and were asso ci ated with dis ease and unhy gienic 
prac tices. In the spring of 2020, how ever, Asian Amer i cans were often vil i-
fied when they wore face masks to help pre vent the spread of the coronavirus, 
even though this hygienic prac tice was later widely adopted within soci ety as 
a whole.14

The notion of yel low peril also man i fests itself in the mis con cep tion that 
Asian accents are inter change able. Crazy Rich Asians con flates and flat tens dif-
fer ent Asian accents while privileg ing Brit ish and Amer i can ones. Singaporean 
iden ti ties are erased when actors do not speak Singlish. Two other exam ples of 
lin guis ti cally driven imag i na tions of racialized oth er ness are Joel Schumacher’s 
Falling Down (1993) and Mina Shum’s Double Happiness (1994). In the for mer 
film, the unem ployed William “D-Fens” Foster lashes out when he is caught try-
ing to short change a Korean shop keeper:

FIGURE 2. Chen Zhen (Bruce Lee) getting hold of the insulting “Sick Men of Asia” banner in Fist of Fury 精武門.
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shopkeeper: No way!

d-fens: Yes, way! You give me seventy “fie” cents back for the phone. What is a
fie? There is a “V” in the word. Fie-vuh. Don’t they have “v”s in China?

shopkeeper: Not Chi nese. I am Korean.

d-fens: Whatever. What diff er ence does that make? You come over here and
take my money and you don’t even have the grace to learn to speak my lan guage.

Racist atti tudes often cast the body as a micro cosm for polit i cal com mu nity. 
D-Fens sees him self as the embodi ment of an entire nation-state and a lan guage,
pit ting South Korea against the United States. Further, D-Fens’s Amer i can pop-
cul tural ver nac u lar (“yes, way”) sounds like “Yes, Wei!” as if he is call ing the shop-
keeper a ran dom Asian-sound ing last name, col laps ing diff er ent Asian iden ti ties.
He also par o dies pid gin gram mar.

Accents are aligned with racial iden ti ties in the lat ter film, Double Happiness, 
a story of an aspir ing Chi nese-Cana dian actress. When Jade Li (Sandra Oh) is 
asked to deliver her lines with an accent in an audi tion scene, she answers in a 
play fully Parisian accent before being forced to revert to “a ‘very good’ Chi nese 
accent” to please the white judges. Scholars have interpreted the scene alter nately 
as vic tim iz ing and empowering, not ing the ten sion between her “assim i lated 
voice” and her “racially marked body,” and the per for ma tive nature of Jade’s 
accent, which decon structs racialized and gen dered ste reo types.15

Later, Jade is  able to par tially dis rupt racialized lim i ta tions on how she should 
carry her self as an Asian woman. She gets to play a wait ress in a TV soap opera 
with out a Chi nese accent. However, the per for mance has a catch: she only has a 
disembodied pres ence because she is off screen in that moment, which hin ders 
her career devel op ment but makes her audi ences com fort able.

Yellow Fever
The notion of yel low peril also inter sects with the colo nial leg acy known as yel low 
fever. Racialized diff er ence is imag ined as an inver sion of what are per ceived to 
be gen der norms. In con tem po rary Amer i can media and pop u lar dis course on 
dat ing, the term is used to iden tify and some times to cri tique the social phe nom-
e non of white men exclu sively pre fer ring East Asian women, who are seen “as 
pas sive as ‘lotus flow ers.’” The fetish was ampli fied by the US mil i tary pres ence in 
Asia in the twen ti eth-cen tury.16 The com bi na tion of yel low peril and yel low fever 
fan tasy appeared onscreen as early as 1916 as it “found its way into the Amer i can 
silent cin ema.”17

The racialized myth about Asian women pro vi des a par tial expla na tion of the 
baf ing phe nom e non of white suprem a cists in the United States exclu sively dat-
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ing Asian women. The alt-right, with their a set of far-right, white ethnonational-
ist ideologies, imag ines Asian women as sub ser vi ent and hyper sex ual indi vid u als 
who are “nat u rally inclined to serve men sex u ally.”18 While yel low fever is not 
a fetish exclu sively among white men, it is a fact that “white men more often 
inter marry with Asian women” than they do with Black women.19 Kellie Xiong, 
the ex-wife of for mer police offi cer Derek Chauvin, convicted of the mur der of 
George Floyd in 2021, is a Hmong woman who was born in Laos.20 Studies have 
shown that het ero sex ual Inter net dat ers are driven by “gen dered con cep tions of 
race” and that Asian women are often depicted as “sub mis sive, and more fem i-
nine” while Asian men per ceived as less mas cu line.21

While the unini ti ated may have assumed pos i tive out comes from being desir-
able on the dat ing mar ket, the lived real i ties of Asian women—objec ti fied and seen 
as expend able—are far from rosy. The fetish dehu man izes and deper son al izes Asian 
women. If they are not iden ti fi ably indi vid u ated, they are sub ject to per cep tions of 
“fun gi bil ity,” as Mar tha Nussbaum calls this con se quence of objec ti fi ca tion.22 That 
is, the object can be replaced by another iden ti cal, mutu ally inter change able object. 
Furthermore, while women in gen eral are sub ject to sex ual objec ti fi ca tion, Asian 
women have to con tend with an addi tional layer of oppres sion in the form of racial 
deper son al iza tion, which causes racialized dis com fort. The fetish of yel low fever 
“threat ens Asian/Amer i can women with doubts as to whether they are or can be 
loved as indi vid u als rather than as objects in a cat e gory.”23

The 2021 trag edy in Atlanta was a turn ing point when anti-Asian rac ism 
emerged into the pub lic dis course. On March 16, 2021, a white man killed six 
women of Korean and other East Asian descent, among other vic tims, in three 
mas sage par lors in Atlanta, Georgia. He cited his “sex ual addic tion” as the jus-
ti fi ca tion for the shoot ing spree, to rid him of his “temp ta tion.”24 The shoot ings 
stood out due to the mag ni tude of the inci dent and the nature of the crime, tar-
geting spe cifi  cally Asian Amer i can women at an Asian spa, a site that embodies 
racialized sex ual fan ta sies. This inci dent shows that the dis course of Asian Amer-
i cans as a model or desir able minor ity only goes so far; they dis pro por tion ately 
bear the brunt of rac ism in times of national cri sis.

Yellow fever has also led to the bifur cated imag i na tions of Asian women as 
either vir gins or femme fatales. David Cronenberg’s 1993 film adap ta tion of David 
Henry Hwang’s play M. Butterfly (1988) com bines the tropes of China dolls—
ste reo typ i cally sub mis sive young women who need to be res cued—and cun ning 
“foxes” out to deceive men. French dip lo mat René Gallimard (Jeremy Irons) falls 
in love with Song Liling (John Lone), a trans woman who turns out to be a spy for 
the Chi nese Communist Party. In one scene, Gallimard shares his appre ci a tion 
of Giacomo Puccini’s Madame Butterfly with a sense of pride, imag in ing Song in 
place of Cio-Cio-San and him self as Lieutenant Pinkerton: “You made me see the 
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beauty of the story, of her death. It’s, it’s pure sac ri fice. He’s not wor thy of it, but 
what can she do? She loves him so much.” Song points out his hypoc risy while 
break ing the fourth wall: “It’s one of your favor ite fan ta sies, isn’t it? The sub mis-
sive Oriental woman and the cruel white man.” The M. Butterfly com plex cap-
tures the dual ity of the yel low fever.

Some schol ars argue, how ever, that there is space for women of color to lay 
claim to their own sex u al ity through per for ma tive “pro duc tive per ver sity.”25 As 
per form ers and spec ta tors at once, some actors and char ac ters counter the idea 
that sexualization, as a form of self-per for mance, is demean ing. This the ory holds 
true for meta-cin e matic and meta-the at ri cal works such as M. Butterfly and Dou-
ble Happiness.

Contributing to the pat terns that dehu man ize Asian women are mul ti ple 
sci-fi films that fea ture cyborgs and androids in Asian female bod ies. In Alex 
Garland’s Ex Machina (2015), the white genius inven tor Nathan (Oscar Isaac) cre-
ates a series of female androids with arti fi cial intel li gence and human emo tions, 
sev eral of whom are Asian and tucked away in his closet. Ava (Alicia Vikander) 
is one of the most intel li gent, but the mute Kyoko (played by Jap a nese-Brit ish 
actress Sonoya Mizuno) is placed in a sub ser vi ent role and not given a lan guage 
func tion. She cooks, cleans the house, and serves meals to Nathan and his guest, 
Caleb. The dishes she pre pares align with her given racial iden tity: Jap a nese cui-
sine with an empha sis on sashimi and sushi rolls. Further, Nathan explic itly states 
that the female androids can be pen e trated and can sense plea sure, tell ing Caleb 
that “you bet she can fuck” and hinting at sex ual assault. The cam era does lin ger 
on Kyoko’s face from time to time, suggesting that she may have con scious ness 
but is unable to speak. Two other scenes stand out in their por trayal of Kyoko. 
One morn ing, Nathan sends Kyoko to wake Caleb up by deliv er ing break fast to 
his room. Nathan boasts to Caleb, with sex ual innu endo: “She’s some alarm clock, 
huh? Gets you right up in the morn ing.” In a later scene, sens ing Caleb’s pres ence, 
Kyoko pro ceeds to undress her self in front of him, as she is designed to be a house 
maid and serve as a sex doll.

Other screen works also amplify the instru men tal ity of female Asian fig ures. 
A sen tient Asian female android is the lead in both Channel 4’s series Humans 
(2015) and its source, the Swed ish series Real Humans (2012). Bought at a shop-
ping mall by Joe Hawkins, an overworked, white father, Mia (played by Chi nese-
Brit ish Gemma Chan; her Swed ish coun ter part is played by Korean-Swed ish 
Lisette Pagler) is tasked with help ing with house hold chores includ ing cooking, 
baby sit ting, cleaning, and gro cery shop ping. Solidifying the ste reo type against 
Asian women is the scene in which Joe pur chases Mia. His young daugh ter, in 
anx ious excite ment, asks: “What if she’s not pretty? Can we return her if she is 
not pretty?” The pre med i tated action of returning Mia like a piece of mer chan-
dise (“it”) con tra dicts the choice of pro noun, she, that indi cates Mia’s sta tus as a 
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human. The fam ily does not treat her with cour tesy (such as say ing “Thank you”), 
either, since they see Mia as a machine and not human. Tensions arise later in 
the series between Mia and Joe’s wife. Laura feels out shone by Mia’s cooking and 
orga ni za tional skills, and sus pects that Mia may even become Joe’s sur ro gate wife, 
ren der ing Laura irrel e vant in the house. Indeed, one day Joe acti vates Mia’s “adult 
mode” and has inter course with the android.

Some East Asian films cri tique this pat tern of rep re sen ta tion. Nozomi, an 
inflat able, life-sized Jap a nese sex doll in Hirokazu Kore-eda’s alle gor i cal Air Doll 
(2009), played by South Korean actress Bae Doona, becomes sen tient and finds 
the box in which she arrived as mer chan dise. She ditches her maid’s out fit, and 
begins explor ing Tokyo and pur su ing an inde pen dent life. Her “owner,” on dis-
cov er ing this, asks her to return to the sta tus of a life less doll, “the nor mal, plain 
old doll,” because it’s “eas ier” for him emo tion ally. Film audi ences are as shocked 
as Nozomi in the scene where she meets her maker in the doll fac tory: Nozomi is 
fun gi ble and replace able by other dolls. Similar to Ex Machina and Humans, this 
film depicts racialized and gen dered prej u dices against Asian women.

The Asian female androids and the doll in these works have fleshlike skin and 
nuanced facial expres sions. As such, their pres ence onscreen feeds into the fetish 
of yel low fever and the notion of yel low peril. Unlike the female-voiced, incor po-
real AI in Spike Jonze’s Her (2013), or the AI robots in films such as Alex Proyas’s 
I, Robot (2004), who do not have fully human forms, the Asian female androids 
in Ex Machina and Humans con flate Asian women with fun gi ble objects that one 
can abuse, sub ju gate, and sex u ally exploit with out moral bur den. A by-prod uct 
of Asia’s new posi tion in the global econ omy since the 1980s,26 these fig ures also 
con flate auto mated pro duc tiv ity with Asian cul ture due to “the jettisoning of the 
Asian/Asian Amer i can other as robotic . . .  and not quite human, as not quite 
lived.”27

Conclusion
These misog y nist and rac ist ten den cies can be explained by the the ory of 
techno-Orientalism that aligns tech no log i cal and racial imag i na tions of oth er-
ness. As the flow of cap i tal between Asia and the West increases “in the wake of 
neo lib eral trade pol i cies,” so does “techno-Orientalist spec u la tions of an Asian-
ized future.”28

The anx i eties of yel low fever and yel low peril are evolv ing, in the twenty-first 
cen tury, into new forms of techno-Orientalism as Asian nations become more 
sig nifi  cant eco nomic and mil i tary com pet i tors with the United States. As a result, 
Asian women are presented as a threat en ing alien even in films that seem to grant 
their Asian female leads more agency. Alex Munday (Lucy Liu) in McG’s Char lie’s 
Angels films (2000 and 2003) and O-Ren Ishii (also Lucy Liu) in Quentin Tar-
antino’s Kill Bill: Volume 1 (2003), for exam ple, are framed as “attrac tive” threats. 
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Race, like many iden tity mark ers, is a short hand for articulating diff er ences, and 
think ing through gen der and race estranges what is taken for granted and reveals 
what is hid ing in plain sight.
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