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36 Chapter 2 New American Mosaic: Are We Becoming a Universal Nation? 


Networking 
9. Form small groups and debate the merits of diversity and affirmative action 


in higher education. Select one member of the group to join a class forum 
presenting the results of your debate. 


10. Go online and read about the decision of the Supreme Court in the two 
public-school cases that Bollinger alludes to in paragraph 3. How do these 
decisions relate to Bollinger's conclusion that diversity is under siege today? 


All Things Asian Are Becoming Us 
Andrew Lam is known as both a prolific journalist andANDREW LAM 
a widely anthologized short story writer. Many listeners 
also know his voice, as a regular commentator on 
National Public Radio's All Things Considered. Lam's 
awards include the Society of Professional Journalists' 
Outstanding Young Journalist Award (1993), The Media 
Alliance Meritorious award (1994), The World Affairs. 
Council's Excellence in International Journalism Award 
(1992), the Rockefeller Fellowship at UCLA (1992), and 
the Asian American Journalists Association National 
Award (1993; 1995). He co-founded New California 
Media, an association of 400 ethnic media organizations 
in California. Lam was born in Vietnam and came to the 
United States in 1975 when he was eleven years old. His 
story was featured in the PBS documentary My Journey 
Home, in which a film crew followed him back to his 
home in Vietnam. In the following selection, Lam reflects 
on how elements of traditional and popular Asian culture 
have, within his lifetime, radically altered the cultural 
identity of Americans and the way they experience the 
world. 


Before Reading 
What products of Asian culture attract you the most? When you experience 
another culture as an imported commodity, do you feel that (in some sense) 
you become part of that culture? Do you have proprietary feelings toward 
certain aspects of your native culture? Explain your response. 


Rudyard Kipling's famous line "East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet" no longer applies. Today, East and West are com
mingled, and in this country, the East is on the rise. 


Andrew Lam, "All Things Asian Are Becoming Us." Andrew Lam is an editor with 
New America Media and the author of "Perfume Dreams: Reflection on the Vietnamese 
Diaspora." Reprinted by permission. 
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Take movies. American audiences are growing more familiar with 
2 


movies from China, Japan and South Korea. Quentin Tarantino is planning 
a kung fu movie entirely in Mandarin, and Zhang Yimou's stylized martial 
arts films like Hero and House of Flying Daggers are popular across the 
country. Hollywood is remaking Japanese blockbusters like The Ring and 
Shall We Dance? 


What many Asian Americans once considered proprietary culture 3 
kung fu, acupuncture, ginseng, incense, Confucian dramas, beef noodle 
soup and so on-has spilled irrevocably into the mainstream. 


Three decades ago, who would have thought that sushi would become 4 
an indelible part of American cuisine? Or that Vietnamese fish sauce would 
be found on aisle 3 of Safeway? Or that acupuncture would be accepted by 
some HMOs? That feng shui would become a household word? Or that 
Asian writers, especially Indian, would playa large and important role in 
the pantheon of American letters? 


American pundits tend to look at the world through a very old prism
5 


they associate globalization as synonymous with Americanization: i.e., 
how the United States influences the world. What many tend to overlook, 
in the age of porous borders, is how much the world has changed the 
United States. 


Evidence of the Easternization of America is piling up. 
6 


Japanese animation is a good example. There are more than 20 anime 7 
shows on cable channels, ranging from Sailor Moon to Pokemon to the 
latest teenage craze, Kagemusha, a series about a half-human, halfdemon 
warrior on a quest. Spirited Away beat out Disney movies to win the Oscar 
for best animation in 2003. 


Sales of Japanese comic books, DVDs and videocassettes reached $500 8 
million in the United States last year. 


Mandarin-language films like Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, by 
9 


Ang Lee, and Hero, by Zhang Yimou, were top draws across the United 

States. Asian Americans have been featured as stars as in Harold and 

Kumar Go to White Castle and Better Luck Tomorrow. 



Asian stars in Hollywood include Ang Lee, Joan Chen, Justin Lin, John 10 
Woo, Jackie Chan, Jet Li, Chow Yun Fat, Michelle Yeow. 


Sandip Roy, host of a San Francisco radio show called "Up Front" and 11 
a film critic, points to the "Bollywoodization" of the United States. 


"Deepak Chopra has long been managing the spiritual fortunes of 12 
Hollywood's golden people," he says. "Britney Spears' new album has a 
Bhangra remix of one of her singles. Images from old Indian matchbooks 
and posters now retail as birthday cards. The vinyl seat covers of Indian 
rickshaws are turning into tote bags for Manhattan's chic. And yoga is now. 
the new aerobics." 
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That this country is falling under Asia's spell shouldn't be surprising. 13 
If the world is experiencing globalization, the union between East 
and West, where a new hybrid culture is thriving, is just part of that 
process. 


Suddenly, Beijing, Bombay, Bangkok and Tokyo are much closer to 14 
the United States than we thought. And in as much as we feel reassured in 
seeing the Thai teenager in Bangkok wearing his baseball cap backward 
under the golden arches of McDonald's, Americans have learned to savor 
the taste of lemongrass in our soup and that tangy burnt chili on our fried 
fish. 


Writer Richard Rodriguez once observed that "Each new wave of 15 
immigrants brings changes as radical as Christopher Columbus did to the 
Indians." 


Eastern religions represent one of those changes. In Los Angeles, 16 
there are more than 300 Buddhist temples. Buddhism, writes Diana Eck, 
professor of comparative religions at Harvard University, "challenges 
many Americans at the very core of their thinking about religion-at 
least, those of us for whom religion has something to do with one we 
call God." 


One cannot accept that acupuncture works on one's arthritis with- 17 
out considering the essence that lies behind such an art, the flow of the 
chi-the energy that flows through all things-and its manipulation with 
needles. 


One must eventually contemplate what ancient Taoist priests saw, the 18 
invisible flow of energy, which involves a radically different way of expe
riencing the world. 


One cannot diligently practice meditation without considering one's 19 
psychological transformation and the possibility of enlightenment, of spiri
tual revelation, waiting at the edge of one's breath. 


A century ago, Carl Jung, a great interpreter of the psychic dif- 20 
ferences between East and West, described the Westerner as basically 
extroverted, driven by desire to conquer, and the Easterner as a classic 
introvert, driven by desire to escape suffering. The introvert tends to 
dismiss the "I," Jung wrote, because in the East, it is identified with 
selfishness and libidinous delusions. To reach spiritual maturity, the I 
must be dissolved. 


All that has been turned on its head. Many a Westerner, tired of mate- 21 
rialism, turns slowly inward in search of spiritual uplift, while introversion 
and ego-dissolving are no longer consuming Asian quests. 


On my wall, I keep two pictures to remind me of the extraordinary 22 
ways East and West have changed. 


Andrew lam All Things Asian Are Becoming Us 39 


One is from a Time magazine issue on Buddhism in the United States. 23 
On it, a group of American Buddhists sits serenely in lotus position on a 
wooden veranda in Malibu contemplating the Pacific Ocean. The other is 
of the Vietnamese American astronaut Eugene Trinh, who flew on a NASA 
space shuttle. 


Tu Weiming, the Confucian scholar at Harvard, said this is a new 24 
"era where various traditions exist side by side for the first time for the 
picking." 


American artists and writers have often looked to the East. What is new 25 
in the age of globalization is that Asia is the active agent in the interaction, 
projecting its vision westward with confidence. 


Thinking About the Essay 


1. Why do you think Lam chose not to title his essay, "We Are Becoming All 

Things Asian"? 



2. How does Lam develop the meaning of the term globalization? What 
alternate terms (or plays on the term globalization) appear in the course of 
the essay? 


3. What is new, according to Lam, about the influence of Asian culture in 

both the transformation of American culture and the current process of 

globalization? 



4. Why does Lam devote so much attention to Buddhism as an example of a 
"cultural import" affecting the United States? 


5. Does the final paragraph follow logically from preceding paragraphs, or is it 
simply a restatement of earlier ideas? Does Lam conflate "American" with 
"Western"? Justify your response. 


Responding in WrlUng 


6. Reread the statement by Richard Rodriguez quoted in paragraph 15. List 
three or four examples of radical changes brought about by past waves of 
immigration. 


7. Do you agree with Lam's statements in paragraphs 17-19 that one must 
adopt, or at least entertain, the ideologies and values underlying a cultural 
practice like acupuncture or meditation? Write a brief essay in which you 
attack or defend this assumption. 


8. According to Lam, theories about fundamental differences between Eastern 
and Western sensibilities (Carl Jung's, for example) have been "turned on 
[their] head" (paragraph 21). Lam offers a brief illustration, but no other 
evidence. Write a brief essay in which you present evidence in support of 
Lam's claim. 
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Networking 
9. list the names of Asian films that you and your classmates have seen. Is 


there variety among the films on this list, or do they tend to belong to a 
narrow range of genres or to a single genre (such as the martial arts epic)? 


10. Choose one recent Asian film that was also released and marketed in 

the United States. Visit the United States and Asian online promotional 

sites that advertise the film to these two different audiences. is the film 

promoted in different ways? if you cannot find a version with translated 

text, then compare the images that appear on each site. 



America: The Multinational Society 
Ishmael Reed was born in 1938 in Chattanooga, ISHMAEL REED 

Tennessee, and is a well-known novelist, poet, and 

essayist who lives in Oakland and teaches at the 

University of California at Berkeley. An activist who 

advocates the rights of people of color, and notably 

African Americans, he has been at the forefront of 

major literary and political movements for decades. 

Reed's extensive literary production includes such 

works of fiction as Mumbo Jumbo (1972) and 

Japanese by Spring (1993), volumes of verse such as 

Secretary to the Spirits (1975), and several collections 

of essays, among them Airing Dirty Laundry (1993). 

Reed also has been an editor, playwright, songwriter, 

television producer, and publisher. In the following 

essay, which first appeared in Writin' Is Fightin' (1988) 

and has become a contemporary classic, Reed argues 

for a new definition of American culture. 



Before Reading 
Do you think that the United States is becoming a universal nation, composed 
of peoples and cultural styles from around the world? Why or why not? 


At the annual Lower East Side Jewish Festival yesterday, a Chinese 
woman ate a pizza slice in front of Ty Thuan Duc's Vietnamese grocery 
store. Beside her a Spanish-speaking family patronized a cart with two 
signs: "Italian Ices" and "Kosher by Rabbi Alper." And after the pas
trami ran out, everybody ate knishes. 


-The New York Times, June 23, 1983 


Excerpted from the book, WRITIN' IS FIGHTIN' by Ishmael Reed. Copyright © 2004 by 
Houghton Mifflin Company. Permission granted by Lowenstein Associates, Inc. 
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O n the day before Memorial Day, 1983, a poet called me to describe a city he had just visited. He said that one section included mosques, 
built by the Islamic people who dwelled there. Attending his reading, he 
said, were large numbers of Hispanic people, forty thousand of whom lived 
in the same city. He was not talking about a fabled city located in some 
mysterious region of the world. The city he'd visited was Detroit. 


A few months before, as I was leaving Houston, Texas, I heard it 2 
announced on the radio that Texas's largest minority was Mexican 
American, and though a foundation recently issued a report critical of 
bilingual education, the taped voice used to guide the passengers on the air 
trams connecting terminals in Dallas Airport is in both Spanish and Eng
lish. If the trend conti'nues, a day will come when it will be difficult to travel 
through some sections of the country without hearing commands in both 
English and Spanish; after all, for some western states, Spanish was the first 
written language and the Spanish style lives on in the western way of life. 


Shortly after my Texas trip, I sat in an auditorium located on the 3 
campus of the University of Wisconsin at Milwaukee as a Yale professor
whose original work on the influence of African cultures upon those of 
the Americas has led to his ostracism from some monocultural intellectual 
circles-walked up and down the aisle, like an old-time southern evange
list, dancing and drumming the top of the lectern, illustrating his points 
before some serious Afro-American intellectuals and artists who cheered 
and applauded his performance and his mastery of information. The 
professor was "white." After his lecture, he joined a group of Milwaukeeans 
in a conversation. All of the participants spoke Yoruba, though only the 
professor had ever traveled to Africa. 


One of the artists told me that his paintings, which included African 4 
and Afro-American mythological symbols and imagery, were hanging in 
the local McDonald's restaurant. The next day I went to McDonald's and 
snapped pictures of smiling youngsters eating hamburgers below paintings 
that could grace the walls of any of the country's leading museums. The 
manager of the local McDonald's said, "I don't know what you boys are 
doing, but I like it," as he commissioned the local painters to exhibit in his 
restaurant. 


Such blurring of cultural styles occurs in everyday life in the United 5 
States to a greater extent than anyone can imagine and is probably 
more prevalent than the sensational conflict between people of different 
backgrounds that is played up and often encouraged by the media. The 
result is what the Yale professor, Robert Thompson, referred to as a 
cultural bouillabaisse, yet members of the nation's present educational 
and cultural Elect still cling to the notion that the United States belongs 
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