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Asian Pacific American Women 
and Feminism 
Mitsuye Yamada 

Most of the Asian Pacific American women I know agree that we 
need to make ourselves more visible by speaking out on the condition 
of our sex and race and on certain political issues which concern us. 
Some of us feel that visibility through the feminist perspective is the 
only logical step for us. However, this path is fraught with problems 
which we are unable to solve among us, because in order to do so, we 
need the help and cooperation of the white feminist leaders, the 
women who coordinate programs, direct women's buildings, and edit 
women's publications throughout the country. Women's organizations 
tell us they would like to have us "join" them and give them "input." 
These are the better ones; at least they know we exist and feel we 
might possibly have something to say of interest to them, but every 
time I read or speak to a group of people about the condition of my life 
as an Asian Pacific woman, it is as if I had never spoken before, as if I 
were speaking to a brand new audience of people who had never 
known an Asian Pacific woman who is other than the passive, sweet 
etc. stereotype of the "Oriental" woman. 

When Third World women are asked to speak representing our 
racial or ethnic group, we are expected to move, charm or entertain, 
but not to educate in ways that are threatening to our audiences. We 
speak to audiences that sift out those parts of our speech (if what we 
say does not fit the image they have of us), come up to shake our hands 
with "That was lovely my dear, just lovely," and go home with the 
same mind set they come in with. No matter what we say or do, the 
stereotype still hangs on. I am weary of starting from scratch each 
time I speak or write, as if there were no history behind us, of hearing 
that among the women of color, Asian women are the least political, or 
the least oppressed, or the most polite. It is too bad not many people 
remember that one of the two persons in Seattle who stood up to 
contest the constitutionality of the Evacuation Order in 1942 was a 
young Japanese American woman. As individuals and in groups, we 
Asian Pacific women have been (more intensively than ever in the 
past few years) active in community affairs and speaking and writing 
about our activities. From the highly political writings published in 
Asian Women in 1971 (incisive and trenchant articles, poems and 
articles), to more recent voices from the Basement Workshop in New 
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York City to Unbound Feet in San Francisco, as well as those Asian 
Pacific women showcased at the Asian Pacific Women's Conferences 
in New York, Hawaii and California this year, these all tell us we have 
been active and vocal. And yet, we continue to hear, "Asian women 
are of course traditionally not attuned to being political," as if most 
other women are; or that Asian women are too happily bound to their 
traditional roles as mothers and wives, as if the same cannot be said of 
a great number of white American women among us. 

When I read in Plexus recently that at a Workshop for Third World 
women in San Francisco, Cherrie Moraga exploded with "What each 
of us needs to do about what we don't know is to go look for it," I felt 
like standing up and cheering her. She was speaking at the Women's 
Building to a group of white sisters who were saying, in essence, "it is 
your responsibility as Third World women to teach us." If the majority 
culture know so little about us, it must be our problem, they seem to be 
telling us; the burden of teaching is on us. I do not want to be unfair; I 
know individual women and some women's groups that have taken 
on the responsibility of teaching themselves through reaching out to 
women of color, but such gestures by the majority of women's groups 
are still tentatively made because of the sometimes touchy reaction of 
women who are always being asked to be "tokens" at readings and 
workshops. 

Earlier this year, when a group of Asian Pacific American women 
gathered together in San Francisco poet Nellie Wong's home to talk 
about feminism, I was struck by our general agreement on the subject 
of feminism as an ideal We all believed in equality for women. We 
agreed that it is important for each of us to know what it means to be a 
woman in our society, to know the historical and psychological forces 
that have shaped and are shaping our thoughts which in turn deter-
mine the directions of our lives. We agreed that feminism means a 
commitment to making changes in our own lives and a conviction that 
as women we have the equipment to do so. One by one, as we sat 
around the table and talked (we women of all ages ranging from our 
early twenties to the mid-fifties, single and married, mothers and 
lovers, straight women and lesbians), we knew what it was we wanted 
out of feminism, and what it was supposed to mean to us. For women 
to achieve equality in our society, we agreed, we must continue to 
work for a common goal. 

But there was a feeling of disappointment in that living room toward 
the women's movement as it stands today. One young woman said she 
had made an effort to join some women's groups with high expecta-
tions but came away disillusioned because these groups were not 
receptive to the issues that were important to her as an Asian woman. 
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Women in these groups, were, she said "into pushing their own issues" 
and were no different from the other organizations that imposed 
opinions and goals on their members rather than having them shaped 
by the needs of the members in the organizations. Some of the other 
women present said that they felt the women's organizations with 
feminist goals are still "a middle-class women's thing." This pervasive 
feeling of mistrust toward the women in the movement is fairly repre-
sentative of a large group of women who live in the psychological 
place we now call Asian Pacific America. A movement that fights 
sexism in the social structure must deal with racism, and we had 
hoped the leaders in the women's movement would be able to see the 
parallels in the lives of the women of color and themselves, and would 
"join" us in our struggle and give us "input." 

It should not be difficult to see that Asian Pacific women need to 
affirm our own culture while working within it to change it. Many of 
the leaders in the women's organizations today had moved naturally 
from the civil rights politics of the 60's to sexual politics, while very 
few of the Asian Pacific women who were involved in radical politics 
during the same period have emerged as leaders in these same 
women's organizations. Instead they have become active in groups 
promoting ethnic identity, most notably ethnic studies in universities, 
ethnic theater groups or ethnic community agencies. This doesn't 
mean that we have placed our loyalties on the side of ethnicity over 
womanhood. The two are not at war with one another; we shouldn't 
have to sign a "loyalty oath" favoring one over the other. However, 
women of color are often made to feel that we must make a choice 
between the two. 

If I have more recently put my energies into the Pacific Asian 
American Center (a job center for Asians established in 1975, the only 
one of its kind in Orange County, California) and the Asian Pacific 
Women's Conferences (the first of its kind in our history), it is because 
the needs in these areas are so great. I have thought of myself as a 
feminist first, but my ethnicity cannot be separated from my feminism 

Through the women's movement, I have come to truly appreciate 
the meaning of my mother's life and the lives of immigrant women 
like her. My mother, at nineteen years of age, uprooted from her large 
extended family, was brought to this country to bear and raise four 
children alone. Once here, she found that her new husband who had 
been here as a student for several years prior to their marriage was a 
bachelor-at-heart and had no intention of changing his lifestyle. 
Stripped of the protection and support of her family, she found the 
responsibilities of raising us alone in a strange country almost intoler-
able during those early years. I thought for many years that my 
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mother did not love us because she often spoke of suicide as an easy 
way out of her miseries. I know now that for her to have survived "just 
for the sake" of her children took great strength and determination. 

If I digress it is because I, a second generation Asian American 
woman who grew up believing in the American Dream, have come to 
know who I am through understanding the nature of my mother's 
experience; I have come to see connections in our lives as well as the 
lives of many women like us, and through her I have become more 
sensitive to the needs of Third World women throughout the world. 
We need not repeat our past histories; my daughters and I need not 
merely survive with strength and determination. We can, through 
collective struggle, live fuller and richer lives. My politics as a woman 
are deeply rooted in my immigrant parent's and my own past. 

Not long ago at one of my readings a woman in the audience said she 
was deeply moved by my "beautifully tragic but not bitter camp 
poems which were apparently written long ago,"* but she was 
distressed to hear my poem "To A Lady." "Why are you, at this late 
date, so angry, and why are you taking it so personally?" she said. "We 
need to look to the future and stop wallowing in the past so much." I 
responded that this poem is not at all about the past. I am talking about 
what is happening to us right now, about our nonsupport of each 
other, about our noncaring about each other, about not seeing connec-
tions between racism and sexism in our lives. As a child of immigrant 
parents, as a woman of color in a white society and as a woman in a 
patriarchical society, what is personal to me is political. 

These are the connections we expected our white sisters to see. It 
should not be too difficult, we feel, for them to see why being a femin-
ist activist is more dangerous for women of color. They should be able 
to see that political views held by women of color are often miscon-
strued as being personal rather than ideological. Views critical of the 
system held by a person in an "out group" are often seen as expressions 
of personal angers against the dominant society. (If they hate it so 
much here, why don't they go back?) Many lesbians I know have felt 
the same kind of frustration when they supported unpopular causes 
regarded by their critics as vindictive expressions to "get back" at the 
patriarchical system. They too know the disappointments of having 
their intentions misinterpreted. 

In the 1960's when my family and I belonged to a neighborhood 
church, I became active in promoting the Fair Housing Bill, and one of 
my church friends said to me, "Why are you doing this to us? Haven't 

*Camp Notes and Other Poems by iMitsuye Yamada (San Francisco: Shameless Hussy 
Press) 1976. 
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you and your family been happy with us in our church? Haven't we 
treated you well?" 1 knew then that I was not really part of the church 
at all in the eyes of this person, but only a guest who was being told I 
should have the good manners to behave like one. 

Remembering the blatant acts of selective racism in the past three 
decades in our country, our white sisters should be able to see how 
tenuous our position in this country is. Many of us are now third and 
fourth generation Americans, but this makes no difference; periodic 
conflicts involving Third World peoples can abruptly change white 
American's attitudes towards us. This was clearly demonstrated in 
1941 to the Japanese Americans who were in hot pursuit of the great 
American Dream, who went around saying, "Of course I don't eat 
Japanese food, I'm an American." We found our status as true-blooded 
Americans was only an illusion in 1942 when we were singled out to 
be imprisoned for the duration of the war by our own government. 
The recent outcry against the Iranians because of the holding of 
American hostages tells me that the situation has not changed since 
1941. When I hear my students say "We're not against the Iranians here 
who are minding their own business. We're just against those 
ungrateful ones who overstep our hospitality by demonstrating and 
badmouthing our government," I know they speak about me. 

Asian Pacific American women will not speak out to say what we 
have on our minds until we feel secure within ourselves that this is our 
home too; and until our white sisters indicate by their actions that they 
want to join us in our struggle because it is theirs also. This means a 
commitment to a truly communal education where we learn from 
each other because we want to learn from each other, the kind of com-
mitment we do not seem to have at the present time. I am still hopeful 
that the women of color in our country will be the link to Third World 
women thoughout the world, and that we can help each other broaden 
our visions. 


