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Abstract of Dissertation
A Genealogy of Subject Formation in and around Education at the Museum of Chinese in
America

The current dissertation investigates how Chinese immigrant and Chinese American
subjectivities have been constituted within shifting formations of power and knowledge, and how
subjectivation might remain open to new possibilities beyond fixed identity categories. It
proposes a topological approach to subjectivation by bridging Foucault’s genealogical inquiry
with Deleuze’s concept of the fold. This framework illuminates how external forces of power
and knowledge fold into self-relations, generating new configurations of subjectivity that move
beyond linear narratives of assimilation or oppression.

Focusing on the New York Chinatown History Project (NYCHP) and its institutional
successor, the Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA), the study draws on archival materials
and oral histories to examine three major initiatives: NYCHP’s Eight Pound Livelihood project
in the 1980s on Chinese laundry workers, MOCA’s 2017 exhibition FOLD: Golden Venture
Paper Sculptures, and MOCA’s 20252026 exhibition Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of
China. These case studies demonstrate how subjects have been represented and reconstituted
across historical and institutional contexts. The dissertation also analyzes NYCHP’s experiments
with critical pedagogy and coalition politics, which sought to transform the everyday experiences
of Chinatown residents into critical consciousness through oral history and community practice.
Together, these analyses reveal how cultural productions and political practices shaped Chinese
immigrant and Chinese American subjectivities, while showing how critique itself has been

absorbed, contested, and reconfigured within broader regimes of power and knowledge.



The dissertation contributes to the educational potential of informal learning
environments by offering alternative narratives of the political imagination of individual life. It
shows subjectivity as contingent and shifting, shaped through folds of power and knowledge yet
always capable of new configurations. It rethinks museums and education not as sites of
reproduction or resistance, but as generative spaces of becoming that remain open for

subjectivation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Reconfiguring the Subject

The Chinese Merchants, an oil painting depicting Portland’s Chinatown by Childe
Hassam (1909), was acquired by art collector Charles Lang Freer and now resides in the
Smithsonian’s Freer Gallery of Art (Figure 1). Interpretations of this painting have primarily

focused on its artistic style and its relationship to Freer’s connoisseurship,' while its potential

socio-historical significance has received little attention.

! In the archival cataloguing reports from the Freer Gallery of Art, curatorial labels for The Chinese
Merchants often emphasized its aesthetic proximity to the style of James McNeill Whistler’s painting. Linda Merrill
(1986) notes in the label:

Childe Hassam united East and West through both subject and style in this calligraphic rendering of the

Chinese Quarter of Portland, Oregon. The artist sees the scene as Whistler would, in terms of surface

pattern rather than narrative or social comment, and adopts Whistler’s manner of carrying the color onto the

frame, where Chinese characters complete the composition. (p. 4)

Similarly, Kenneth John Myers (2001) notes in the label:

... The subject matter is unusual for Hassam, but recalls a series of shop-front scenes painted by Whistler in

the 1880s. Like Whistler, Hassam treated the street as a shallow stage set, emphasizing the geometrical

patterns created by the play of variously colored rectangular shapes—bricks, signs, windows, doors, walls,

sidewalk, alley, and the white diagonal of broken light splayed across the near foreground. (p. 4)



Figure 1. Childe Hassam. (1909). The Chinese Merchants [Oil painting]. Smithsonian’s National
Museum of Asian Art, Washington, D.C. Reproduced with permission from the National
Museum of Asian Art (see Appendix A).

Recent curatorial scholarship, however, has reinterrogated The Chinese Merchants
through Freer’s dual roles as a railroad capitalist and an Asian art collector, foregrounding the
tensions between the painting’s diasporic subject matter and the orientalist framework that
structured its acquisition and display.? As the curator noted, Freer’s wealth—which enabled him
to become a prominent collector of Asian antiquities—was built in part on the labor of Chinese
immigrants employed in the railroad industry. The exhibition’s wall text further juxtaposed early
twentieth-century American fascination with Asian art against the era’s systemic exclusion and
discrimination against Chinese immigrant.® The Chinese Merchants, thus, is reconfigured not as
a neutral aesthetic object, but as a surface upon which American industrial capital, orientalist
imaginary, and the histories of oppressed immigrant labor converge.

Chinatown, in this vein, shifted to a site of critical analysis not because Chinatown itself

had transformed, but because new visibilities and statements emerged under altered conditions of

2 The Chinese Merchant is featured in the exhibition Freer’s Global Network: Artists, Collectors, and
Dealers at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Asian Art, Freer Galley of Art, which opened on October 15,
2022. Text transcribed by the author from the exhibition wall label reads:

... The subject of the painting reflects the emergence of Chinese immigrant communities in coastal cities, a

trend that began in the nineteenth century. The painting underscores the irony that while Freer collected

Asian art, he derived much of his wealth from the manufacture of train cars, an industry heavily reliant on

Chinese labor.

3 Another wall label in the same exhibition, noted in the previous footnote, addresses the tensions between
artistic enthusiasm and a racially discriminatory society. Text transcribed by the author from the exhibition wall
label reads:

... Yet despite this enthusiastic interest in Asian art and culture, the United States government’s policies at

the time were openly discriminatory toward immigrants from Asia. The Chinese Exclusion Act, which

banned immigration by Chinese laborers, became law in 1882 and was not lifted until 1943. During World

War II (1939-45), Japanese Americans and Americans of Japanese ancestry were incarcerated in

internment camps. These historical tensions place the creation and early history of this museum into a

complex matrix of art, culture, nationalism, and politics.



possibility. At the beginning of Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1975/1995) juxtaposes the
public torture of the regicide Damiens with the silent regularity of a modern prison timetable.
This juxtaposition—described by Rajchman (1988) as a Foucauldian “before-and-after
picture”—illustrates a rupture in thought, suggesting that what can be seen is never simply a
matter of visual form, but rather of what is made visible within a particular historical regime of
thought.

Over the past several decades, works in traditions such as critical theory and decolonial
studies have repeatedly revisited once-dominant visibilities and statements. Their aim has been
to expose the ideological operations of representational systems and to reinterpret these systems
from the standpoint of those they once excluded or marginalized. In the 1980s, the New York
Chinatown History Project (NYCHP) conducted a critical analysis of Arnold Genthe’s early
photographs of San Francisco’s Chinatown (NYCHP, ca. 1988). Its archival research argues that
Genthe’s images shaped the imaginary of Chinese in the U.S. popular culture through exoticized
visual narratives.* Genthe (1908) claimed that his photographs captured an authentic Chinatown
that was disappearing under modernity. In contrast, the NYCHP argues that Genthe often
cropped and manipulated his images to reinforce prevailing stereotypes. In its analysis of An
Unsuspecting Victim, the NYCHP notes that Genthe deliberately excluded elements such as non-
Chinese figures, modern buildings, and fire hydrants to fabricate an enclave of otherness

seemingly untouched by modern life (Figure 2 and 3).> The NYCHP’s re-reading of Genthe’s

4 NYCHP (ca. 1988) critiques Genthe for producing Chinatown images that catered to American
stereotypes under the guise of documentary photography. As the catalogue notes, “Genthe offered his audience a
highly selective view of Chinatown. To maintain the aesthetic image of Chinatown as an isolated ‘Canton of the
West,” Genthe tampered freely with this material, sometimes deleting entire figures from a scene” (p. 7).

5 An exhibition catalog retrieved from the NYCHP archive states:

... Portraying himself as the intrepid photographer venturing into a strange and exotic community, Genthe
titled the retouched version “An Unsuspecting Victim.” But when the original, unaltered version of the
photograph is printed, the effect of the photograph changes dramatically. Chinatown was not the dark,



work constitutes a political intervention. It exposes the ways representations of Chinatown have
long participated in the production of Chinese immigrant and Chinese American subjectivity
through visual regimes that regulate what can be seen and said. Through critique, such

formations are open to reconfiguration.

Figure 2. Arnold Genthe. (ca. 1896-1906). An unsuspecting victim, Chinatown, San Francisco.
[acetate negatives]. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.

Image is in the public domain. The image has been cropped and edited by Arnold Genthe.

mysterious, isolated “Canton of the West” of popular legend, but a bustling American immigrant
community with many non-Chinese residents and visitors. Only by challenging Genthe’s vision can we
truly gain insight into the actual community life of Dai Fau. (NYCHP, ca. 1988, p. 15)



Figure 3. Arnold Genthe. (ca. 1896-1906). An unsuspecting victim, Chinatown, San Francisco.
[nitrate negatives]. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.
Image is in the public domain. This image is reproduced in its unaltered form.

Scope of Inquiry and Research Questions

However, a Foucauldian inquiry does not stop at identifying what was once seen and
what can be seen now. As Foucault (1982) writes in “The Subject and Power”:

What has been the goal of my work during the last twenty years ... has not been to

analyze the phenomena of power, nor to elaborate the foundations of such an analysis.

My objective, instead, has been to create a history of the different modes by which, in our

culture, human beings are made subjects. (p. 777)

The current dissertation engages that inquiry by examining how subjectivity is shaped
within power and knowledge formations, and how it might remain open to new possibilities
within those very conditions. Reversals of exclusionary discourses, such as re-framing Chinese
laborers or challenging the external gaze directed at Chinatown, once posed critical challenges to
dominant narratives. Yet today, many of these once-radical critiques have been comfortably

integrated into the intellectual structure—a process that will be examined in greater depth later in



the dissertation. What was once a risky gesture of critique has become predictable, even
routinized, and has been absorbed into the very structures it once sought to oppose.

The current dissertation does not reject critique but seeks to push it further. It asks how
subjects are constituted and enclosed within discursive and non-discursive regimes, and whether
critique, once normalized, retains the capacity to unsettle those regimes. It begins by examining
what enables epistemic ruptures: the emergence of new visibilities, statements, and forms of
subjectivity. It then explores how individuals might move beyond such configurations, treating
their lives as open-ended projects.

The focus of this study is the NYCHP and its institutional successor, the Museum of
Chinese in America (MOCA). Co-founded in 1980 by Jack Tchen, Charlie Lai,® and a broader
group of community participants and collaborators in Manhattan’s Chinatown, the NYCHP
emerged from their experiences in student organizing and grassroots community activism.
Beginning with oral history initiatives, the project aimed to empower Chinatown residents by
centering their lived experiences and fostering political consciousness (Tchen, 1979a, 1979b). In
its early years, the NYCHP operated beyond the geographic designation “New York™ or the
ethnic label “Chinese” implied by its name. Rather, it actively built connections with other
“minority” communities across the United States. By 1990, after a decade of producing

exhibitions and public programs, the NYCHP transitioned into the Chinatown History Museum

¢ Jack (John Kuo Wei) Tchen, a historian and curator who studied at the University of Wisconsin-Madison
and later earned his PhD at New York University, and Charles “Charlie” Lai, a Princeton University graduate and
Chinatown community organizer, co-founded the New York Chinatown History Project in 1980, which later became
the Museum of Chinese in America. They first met in the 1970s at Basement Workshop, an Asian American arts and
activist collective in New York’s Chinatown. After the NYCHP, Tchen went on to found the
Asian/Pacific/American Institute at NYU and is now the Clement A. Price Professor of Public History & Humanities
at Rutgers University. Lai served twice as Executive Director of the NYCHP and the MOCA during 1986—1989 and
2003-2009 (MOCA, n.d.-b; MOCA, n.d.-d; Tchen, 2012; Lai, 2012).



and later evolved into what is now MOCA, a formalized cultural institution that aims to represent
communities of Chinese descent in the United States (MOCA, n.d.-e).

The current research draws from extensive archival work conducted at the MOCA’s
Collections and Research Center, as well as from materials in its Oral History Archive. While
records from numerous projects were retrieved and reviewed, three major initiatives serve as key
entry points into this inquiry. The first is the NYCHP’s Eight Pound Livelihood, an oral history
project on Chinese laundry workers that spanned the 1980s and resulted in a range of public
outputs. The second is MOCA’s 2017 exhibition FOLD: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures and
its accompanying oral history project, which revisits the 1993 Golden Venture incident in
relation to immigration policy and community response. The third project is MOCA’s exhibition
Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China, which began in 2025 and is scheduled to conclude in
2026. This exhibition features 19th-century Chinese world maps that visualize how China
conceptualized the world during its imperial era.

Although the current dissertation incorporates a substantial amount of archival materials
that contain individual narratives, its discussion of subject, subjectivity, and subjectivation does
not aim to draw conclusions about the personal experiences of any particular individual. In other
words, the dissertation approaches the subject not as the origin of experience and phenomena,
but as a field of relations. This perspective comes from the theoretical framework of Foucault
and Deleuze adopted throughout the study. Both Foucault and Deleuze reject the representational
conception of truth that assumes meaning can be recovered from individual consciousness or
narrative. In illustrating his genealogical approach, Foucault (1971/1984) rejects the search for
historical origins and turns instead to the examination of how relations of power produce truth

and subjectivity under historically contingent conditions. As Deleuze (1986/2006) notes in



describing Foucault’s break with phenomenology, “The idea that consciousness is directed
towards the thing and gains significance in the world is precisely what Foucault refuses to
believe” (p. 108).

From this viewpoint, the conventional notion that a speaking individual can be traced to a
stable subject of knowledge is disrupted. As Deleuze (1986/2006) writes, “It is not necessary to
be someone to produce a statement, and the statement does not refer back to any Cogito or
transcendental subject that might render it possible” (p. 4). Thus, the study of subjective
formation in the current dissertation is not a tracing of individual experience but an inquiry into
the processes and possibilities of subject formation, conducted through Foucault’s genealogical
method. The discussion is further extended through Deleuze’s topological concept of the fold,
which helps illuminate Foucault’s notion of subjectivation. These theoretical and methodological
approaches will be elaborated in Chapter Three. Guided by these frameworks and materials, the
dissertation asks two primary research questions:

1. How have the visibilities and statements reflected in the historical work of the

NYCHP/MOCA shaped the specific formation of Chinese immigrant and Chinese

American subjectivities?

2. What conditions of possibility have enabled these particular visibilities,

statements, and subject formations to emerge, and how are they related to broader social

and political forces?
Overview of Chapters

The current dissertation unfolds across six chapters. After Chapter One situates the scope

of inquiry and research questions, Chapter Two maps the intellectual field that orients this study.

It moves through two broad sections. The first engages Foucault’s key concepts and his



reflections on subjectivation in dialogue with other philosophical traditions, and brings these into
resonance with Deleuzian concepts, opening a non-essentialist way of approaching subjectivity.
The second turns to the historical formation of Chinese and Asian American subjectivities, their
entanglement with twentieth-century radical politics and leftist movements, and the critical turn
in museum studies, where poststructuralist and postcolonial perspectives refigured the museum
as a site of power—knowledge. Taken together, these philosophical, historical, and political
currents provide the conditions of possibility for the inquiries that follow.

Chapter Three outlines the research approach and materials employed in the current
dissertation, focusing on how Foucauldian genealogy and Deleuze’s (1986/2006, 1988/1993)
concept of the fold inform a “post-method” research trajectory. This chapter advances a non-
linear and open methodological framework that extends Foucault’s late project on subjectivation
through Deleuzian philosophy. It also provides a detailed account of the archival collections, oral
histories, textual sources, and exhibition experiences that support the dissertation’s analysis.

Chapter Four develops its analysis through three sections to examine how Chinese
immigrant and Chinese American subjectivity has been produced and folded within different
historical contexts by the NYCHP and the MOCA. The first section juxtaposes Paul Siu’s
historical research on Chinese laundry workers with NYCHP’s Eight Pound Livelihood oral
history project, illustrating a shift from Siu’s (1953/1987) “sojourner” theory—which framed
migrant laborers’ self-isolation as a willful choice—to NYCHP’s structural narrative centered on
systemic oppression imposed on laundry workers. This section adapts Deleuzian concept of the
fold to underscore that subjectivation is not a linear process of subject formation, but a
generative unfolding in which multiple forces continuously fold into and out of the subject. The

second section examines MOCA’s FOLD: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures exhibition and



related oral history work, showing how detained migrants were alternately represented in legal
and public discourse either as “illegal aliens” to be deported or as “asylum seekers” deserving
protection, and the ways in which their paper-folding art reconfigured their subjectivation. This
discussion highlights how power operates by folding external forces into the interior, producing
new visibilities and statements that reconstitute subjects and political alliances. The third section
turns to MOCA’s exhibition Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China, analyzing how a
nineteenth-century Qing map brings China’s own knowledge—power regime into the U.S.
museum context. The map destabilizes the dominant migration narrative in which China is cast
as a static background and America as the dynamic “present,” instead folding “China” as an
active force into the formation of Chinese immigrant and Chinese American subjectivity.
Extending this analysis, the section considers how contemporary Chinese immigrant and Chinese
American subjectivity is modulated within the shifting conditions of U.S.—China relations. Taken
together, the chapter employs a genealogical method to demonstrate the formation of immigrant
subjectivity across historical and institutional contexts, and argues that a topological perspective
of the “fold” moves beyond linear narratives of assimilation or oppression by rethinking
subjectivation as a continuously generative process in which external forces are folded and
refolded.

Chapter Five offers a critique of leftist political theory. It begins by illustrating how the
NYCHP sought to reimagine radical political practice in the Chinatown context by drawing on
Freire’s (1968/2007) critical pedagogy and Gramsci’s (1971) concept of cultural leadership,
attempting to transform the everyday experiences of Chinatown residents into critical
consciousness through oral history projects. The chapter argues that although the NYCHP

positioned Chinese immigrant and Chinese Americans within broader coalitions of the
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oppressed, its leftist practice—grounded in the concept of “oppression”—could not fully escape
the essentialist structure it sought to challenge. Defining political identity primarily through “the
oppressed” risks foreclosing the open-ended possibilities of subject formation by locking it into
the binary of oppressor and oppressed. Turning to the contemporary political landscape, the
chapter further examines how anti-oppression politics have been absorbed into existing power
structures. It analyzes the prevailing discourse of AsianCrit within U.S. debates on diversity,
equity, and inclusion, arguing that, on the one hand, critical narratives insisting that Asians must
inevitably return to an oppressed identity risk reproducing new forms of essentialism; on the
other, calls for finer disaggregation and recognition of “heterogeneity” may fall into the trap of
classificatory governance, reinforcing internal divisions and disciplinary regulation. The chapter
also examines the representational dilemmas faced by museums when activist or community-
based practices are incorporated into institutional structures. In conclusion, this chapter contends
that identity-based leftist politics remain vulnerable to absorption by governmentality, and it
suggests that conceiving subjectivity as an ongoing and open process is crucial for reimagining
political possibilities.

Chapter Six, as the concluding chapter, returns to the research questions posed in Chapter
One to explore the theoretical possibilities of rethinking museum education and subjectivation.
The chapter begins by framing the museum primarily as a generative site of subjectivation, a
space of self-technologies in which external forces fold into the individual and open the
conditions of becoming. It then critically reflects on the tendency within critical pedagogy and
museum studies to conceptualize education chiefly as a site of reproduction or counter-
hegemonic struggle, arguing that education can be understood as an open and generative space

not anchored in classificatory identities. The chapter further argues that once representational

11



and hegemonic narratives have been unsettled, critical research can move beyond re-establishing
a stable regime of truth. The dissertation therefore concludes on a “post-" horizon: no longer
bound by identity or representation, but oriented toward future inquiries into subjectivation that
unfold through unstructured generative mechanisms at the edges of power—knowledge, pointing

to the potential centrality of affect in future work.
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Chapter 2: Mapping the Intellectual Field

This chapter draws maps of the intellectual field in which the current dissertation is
situated. It is organized in two main sections. The first illustrates the theoretical background that
informs the dissertation’s conceptual approach. The second reflects on prior scholarship on
Chinese and Asian American histories, twentieth-century leftist politics, and their intersections
with museum education. Together, these sections map the conceptual and historical field that
enable the subsequent chapters to be developed.

Philosophical Configurations

The following contains a series of subsections centered on specific themes that
collectively present the philosophical configurations relevant to Foucault’s notion of
subjectivation. The first part is from the perspective of the history of thought, examining the
intersections between cross-temporal and cross-tradition conceptions of the self and Foucault’s
philosophy. It then turns to various discussions of key concepts that run through Foucault’s
intellectual trajectory, laying out how these ideas form his late-stage works on ethics. It also
reviews Deleuze’s interpretation of Foucault’s thought, thereby laying the theoretical foundation
for the framework developed in the current dissertation that extends Foucault’s own
perspectives.

Subject, Subjectivity, Subjectivation, and Identity

Before laying out the theoretical background of the current dissertation on subject
formation, this section first offers a conceptual clarification of the terms subject, subjectivity, and
subjectivation as used in the present study, and briefly discusses how these concepts are related
to but distinct from the term identity in the socio-political context of Chinese immigrants and

Chinese Americans.
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In Foucault’s philosophy, the subject is a produced effect. In his discussion announcing
the “death of man,” Foucault (1966/1994) makes an epistemological claim that the figure of
“man” appeared only as a historical effect of the changing arrangements of knowledge. In this
assertion, the subject is no longer understood as the starting point of knowledge but as an effect
of specific epistemes.” This rethinking of the subject opened the space for Foucault’s later
inquiry into subjectivation. In other words, once the subject is no longer presumed as the origin
of knowing, the essentialist question of “what the subject is” gives way to a new question of
“how subjects are made.”

The term subjectivity refers to the historically specific configurations of power—
knowledge relations in which the subject appears. Foucault (1982) states that the goal of his
work has always been to examine the different modes by which human beings are made
subjects.® In his writings, these configurations of subjectivity are exemplified in the mad, the
criminal, and the sexual subject.” Each subjectivity is a historically contingent form produced
within specific productive relations of power.!? The Foucauldian inquiry into subjectivation
focuses on this configurative process and aims to examine how individuals are transformed into

subjects under particular historical contingencies.

7 The next section, “Foucault’s Philosophical Inheritances and Departures,” in Chapter Two, further
elaborates on this idea introduced by Descartes and Foucault’s rejection of such an assumption.

8 Foucault (1982) identified three modes that he examined throughout his scholarly life: from his
archaeological inquiry into the epistemes that structure human knowledge, to his genealogical analysis of the
“dividing practices” through which power—knowledge relations produce subjectivity, and finally to his late ethical
turn that explores how human beings turn themselves into subjects (pp. 777-778).

® These configurations of subjectivity are developed respectively in Madness and Civilization, Discipline
and Punish, and The History of Sexuality (Foucault, 1961/1988, 1975/1995, 1976/1990).

10°A following section in Chapter Two, titled “Power as Production,” elaborates further on the Foucauldian
conception of power as productive.
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The current dissertation’s focus on subjectivation lies in exploring the open possibilities
through which individuals become subjects. Foucault (1982) writes, “My work has dealt with
three modes of objectification which transform human beings into subjects” (p. 777). The term
objectification here refers to the ways in which individuals become objects of classification and
analysis within relations of power and knowledge. Yet, Foucault does not suggest that
subjectivity can only be passively shaped by power—knowledge relations. He also emphasizes the
active production of the self, which he identifies as the third mode of objectification: “the way a
human being turns himself into a subject” (p. 778). In his later writings, Foucault (2018/2021)
offers the example of confession as a practice through which individuals form a relationship to
themselves and produce their own subjectivity. In this vein, the process of subject configuration
referred to as subjectivation in Foucault’s philosophy is both a condition of subjection and a
practice of self-formation. This simultaneity is the key focus of Foucault’s late ethical turn,!! and
also serves as the theoretical hinge through which the current dissertation bridges Foucauldian
and Deleuzian philosophies.!?

The present research focuses on the subjectivation of Chinese immigrants and Chinese
Americans. In conventional political discourse, discussions of the subjectivation of Chinese
immigrants and Chinese Americans are closely linked to the concept of identity, due to its
association with racialized and ethnicized experiences. From a Foucauldian perspective,
however, identity is a representational idea. It is a stabilized form of subjectivation that becomes

visible and articulable only within specific power—knowledge relations. In other words, an

! The discussion of Foucault’s ethical turn will be developed further in a later section of Chapter Two
titled “Foucault’s Turn to Ethics.”

12 The section “Folding Between Foucault and Deleuze” in Chapter Two elaborates on the intersection of

their ideas, while Chapter Three further explores how Deleuze’s philosophy provides a topological framework for
developing Foucault’s notion of subjectivation.
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epistemological tension emerges where identity-based politics intersects with Foucauldian
philosophy.!? This tension also frames the dissertation’s approach to asking how education might
shift political possibilities away from fixed identities and toward open-ended processes of
subjectivation.

Foucault’s Philosophical Inheritances and Departures

While Foucault’s work disrupts the philosophical traditions that preceded him, his
concept of subjectivation emerges through a critical dialogue with them. Foucault’s (1984/1986,
1984/1990d) reading of Greek philosophy selectively emphasizes certain strands—particularly
those in which truth was seen as inseparable from ethical self-transformation. From Greek
philosophy, Foucault (1983/1997) describes an ancient paradigm that believes one must “first
operate upon himself a certain work that would make him susceptible to knowing the truth” (pp.
278-279).

Foucault’s turn to Greco-Roman ethics can be understood as part of his broader reflection
on philosophy after the Enlightenment. Descartes (1637/2006) centers the subject as the
foundational ground of knowledge with his proposition cogito ergo sum (I think, therefore I
am”). According to Foucault (1983/1997), Descartes replaces a subject constituted through
ethical practices with one who is “a subject as founder of practices of knowledge” (p. 278). This
epistemological turn grounds truth in rational cognition, severing it from the ethical labor of the
self.

Foucault (1983/1997) suggests that Kant, while retaining an a priori rationalist

orientation, reintroduces ethics into the concept of subjectivity by proposing a universal subject

13 The later section in Chapter Two titled “Complexity of Reimagining Identity” provides a further
elaboration on this topic.
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that demands an “ethical attitude” (pp. 279-280). Foucault (1982) compares Kant’s question
“What is Enlightenment?” with Descartes’ “Who am 1?”. He notes that whereas Descartes posits
a timeless, ahistorical subject, Kant’s question is attuned to the specificity of the historical
present. Kant, Foucault argues, inaugurates a mode of critique oriented toward the contemporary
moment—a critical engagement with “what is happening in our world during the precise period
in which we are living” (p. 785). While Kant’s critical philosophy remains grounded in universal
and formal structures of reason, his emphasis on the present moment profoundly influences
Foucault’s methodology in transforming the critical project into a historical investigation of the
contingent conditions that shape discourses, practices, and modes of subjectivity.

Hegel (1807/1977) describes the subject as something that develops gradually through a
dialectical process, with a clear direction toward a final stage of absolute knowledge, where the
subject fully understands both itself and the world as part of a unified whole. This view treats
history as an intelligible totality, in which all past events are seen as necessary steps toward the
realization of ultimate truth. Foucault (1978/2000) strongly opposes this view, arguing that
Hegel’s dialectic rests on a “model of history’s unbroken intelligibility,” which “required the
continual inclusion of the past in the future” (p. 248). Foucault rejects the idea that history
follows a built-in rational logic that inevitably leads to final reconciliation or unity and insists on
the possibility of becoming “completely other in a completely different world” (p. 248).

The most influential thinker in Foucault’s exploration of subjectivity may well be
Nietzsche. Foucault (1984/1990a) famously declared:

I am simply Nietzschean, and I try to see, on a number of points, and to the extent that it

is possible, with the aid of Nietzsche’s texts—but also with anti-Nietzschean theses

(which are nevertheless Nietzschean!)—what can be done in this or that domain. (p. 251)
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The problem of subjectivity is central to Nietzsche’s philosophy, whose main aim was to
reevaluate the values of European culture—particularly those produced by the Platonic and
Christian “will to truth” (Stellino & Gori, 2015, p. 21). As Nietzsche (1887/2006) argues, such
values are not eternal or natural, but historically contingent. Nietzsche (1889/1997) challenges
the idea of the “causal act of willing” and the belief that the “I” causes thought, arguing that both
are illusions (pp. 31-32). This critique rejects the notion of the subject as the origin and instead
sees it as the outcome of intersecting historical forces. Foucault applies this insight in his
philosophy to reject the Cartesian and Kantian models of a self-determining subject and instead
reconceptualizes the subject as an effect of the convergence of power.

Nietzsche introduces a tradition of skepticism toward reason itself, which Foucault
extends by challenging the foundational grounds of various forms of legitimacy. From Nietzsche
to Foucault, reason is no longer the source of truth, but a historically specific form of power.
Nietzsche’s (1882/1974) famous claim that God is dead was taken up by Foucault, which later
led to his declaration about the death of man. In The Order of Things, Foucault (1966/1994)
provocatively states that “man” is a recent invention, perhaps nearing its end—an epistemic
figure that may soon be “erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea” (p. 387).
Subjectivation, then, is not grounded in a rational self but must be understood through the power
regimes that make certain forms of life intelligible. This is where Foucault (1971/1984) adopts
and further develops Nietzsche’s genealogical method into his own approach to power
analysis—a key methodological approach of the present dissertation, which will be elaborated in
the following subsections.

Power as Production
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To help establish a Foucauldian research framework, this subsection and those that
follow aim to define key concepts in Foucault’s writings and explore how these concepts
contribute to the current dissertation. Power is a central concept in Foucault’s scholarship, and
one of its defining characteristics is its productivity. Although power can be oppressive, and
some individuals can occupy more powerful positions than others, Foucault (1977/1980a)
describes power as “a machinery that no one owns,” a mechanism that involves everyone,
whether they exercise power or are subject to it (p. 156). Those bodies conventionally perceived
as powerful—such as institutions, authorities, or hegemonies—are, in Foucault’s view, merely
“Institutional crystallizations” of power rather than power itself (Prado, 2000, p. 71). Foucault
(1975/1995) wrote:

We must cease once and for all to describe the effects of power in negative terms: it

“excludes,” it “represses,” it “censors,” it “abstracts,” it “masks,” it “conceals.” In fact,

power produces; it produces realities; it produces domains of objects and rituals of truth.

(p. 194)

This productive capacity of power is directly tied to Foucault’s concept of subjectivation:
the processes through which individuals are made into subjects. Foucault’s analysis reminds his
readers that individuals are always constituted by power. The productive nature of Foucauldian
power underscores “the fact that power constitutes the individuals on whom and through whom it
subsequently operates” (Dews, 1984, p. 88). For instance, knowledge is not merely a result of
power but a key component in its exercise. This means that there is no knowledge untouched by
power, nor any knowledge that liberates people from power as “truth” (Foucault, 1977/1980b, p.

131).
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In this context, the analysis of subjects must be situated within the dynamics of power
relations. The term “power relations” here indicates that power does not reside at a central point
as a singularity, but rather circulates as a “multiplicity” that can be transformed, strengthened, or
reversed through “ceaseless struggles and confrontations” (Foucault, 1976/1990, p. 92). Foucault
further demonstrates how individuals define themselves through the productive operations of
power in his later work on sexuality. He asserts that the individual is “not the vis-a-vis of
power,” but “one of its prime effects” (Foucault, 1977/1980c, p. 98). In other words, the
individual is not positioned outside power as its external target, but is instead constituted within
its very operations.

Foucault’s Historicization of Conditions of Possibility

Foucault’s idea of conditions of possibility draws inspiration from Kant’s philosophy.
Kant (1781/1998) stated that “although all our cognition commences with experience, yet it does
not on that account all arise from experience” (p. 136). In Kant’s philosophy, conditions of
possibility refer to the transcendental structures of human cognition that make experience
possible. These structures exist a priori—prior to and independent of experience—allowing
phenomena to appear intelligibly to the subject. Kant provides two analogies to illustrate how
space and time function as conditions of possibility: the fundamental structures of cognition
related to space allow people to perceive all parts of a house as a unified whole; similarly, the
fundamental structures related to time enable individuals to experience change and causality,
such as in the case of a moving ship. Thus, space and time are part of the “a priori conditions of
the possibility of objects as appearances” (p. 222).

Foucault departs from Kant’s transcendental approach by historicizing the conditions of

possibility. He no longer situates experience in universal and fundamental cognitive structures,
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as Kant once proposed, but rather in the historical and social frameworks that shape how
knowledge is produced and legitimized. For Foucault, knowledge is not an absolute or objective
truth but is instead conditioned by power relations and epistemic configurations specific to a
given time and place. This shift from transcendental to historical analysis is central to his
archaeological method.

Throughout his major works, Foucault examines the conditions of possibility that enable
particular domains of knowledge and power to emerge. In Madness and Civilization, Foucault
(1961/1988) shows how knowledge about madness is not a fixed or universal truth but is instead
determined by historical conditions of possibility—namely, the social, institutional, and
discursive structures that define how madness is understood and treated at different points in
time. In The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault (1963/1994) analyzes how shifts in medical discourse
redefined the relationship between doctors, patients, and disease. In The Order of Things,
Foucault (1966/1994) extends his study beyond medical discourse to include the empirical
sciences, analyzing historical shifts in knowledge structures that allowed different sciences to
emerge and take shape. In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1975/1995) examines discontinuities
such as the transformation from spectacular public executions in the premodern era to the
disciplinary mechanisms of the modern prison system. Rather than tracing a linear history of the
penal system, Foucault analyzes the conditions of possibility that allowed different forms of
punishment to emerge and become dominant. In the later stages of his work, Foucault
(1976/1990) turns to the emergence of sexuality as an object of knowledge, arguing that it is
shaped by larger social forces—religion being one of them—that sought to regulate it. Thus,
Foucault’s approach to conditions of possibility does not view them as fixed, a priori structures

but as historically contingent and deeply embedded in power relations.
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Episteme and the Discontinuity of Thought

Foucault’s discussions of the conditions of possibility and historical formations are part
of his investigation into power. Historical formations demonstrate how conditions of possibility
are exercised over time. To study power relations in society, Foucault (1982) states that one
needs to analyze “their historical formation, the source of their strength or fragility, and the
conditions that are necessary to transform some or abolish others” (p. 791). Historical formations
show that elements of modern life that appear self-evident are, in fact, historically contingent:
they exist only because of the specific conditions that made them possible. With his ambition to
“reshape the forms of thought,” Foucault (1983/2000) seeks to isolate familiar and seemingly
self-evident systems of thought from “the contingency of their historical formation” (p. 384).
The idea of formations leads to Foucault’s (1969/2010) work on the archaeology of knowledge.

Each era is governed by its own underlying system of thought, or episteme, which
determines what can be recognized as rational, true, and legitimate knowledge at a given
moment. Foucault (1966/1994) suggests that “a culture sometimes ceases to think as it had been
thinking up till then and begins to think other things in a new way,” a process he terms
“discontinuity” (p. 50). He also describes discontinuity as a “rupture” or “shift” between
epistemes in history. However, Foucault emphasizes that these transformations do not occur in a
vacuum; rather, they result from a slow “erosion from outside,” an accumulation of changes in
the space of thought that had already been developing before the rupture occurred (p. 50).

In other words, the emergence of a new way of thinking is not a spontaneous rupture but
the result of underlying intellectual forces that had existed in different forms before becoming
dominant. Foucault (1969/2010) further notes that discontinuity was once considered the “stigma

of temporal dislocation,” meaning that historians often sought to erase breaks in history to
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maintain a continuous narrative (p. 8). Yet for Foucault, discontinuities are not obstacles but
central objects of study. Rather than being anomalies that need to be smoothed out, they are the
“positive element that determines its object and validates its analysis” (p. 8).

Visibilities and Statements

In his interpretation of Foucault, Deleuze (1986/2006) describes historical formations
composed of both seeing and saying as strata. Borrowing the geological term, Deleuze
emphasizes that strata are constructed through two elements of stratification: visibilities, which
are non-discursive formations, and statements, which are discursive formations. Foucault
(1969/2010) defines a statement not as a mere linguistic proposition but as a discursive function,
a system of rules that enables something to be understood within a specific episteme. In this
sense, statements determine what can be said. In parallel, visibilities are not simply visual
representations of reality but historically specific systems that determine how and what can
appear. As Deleuze (1986/2006) explains, Foucault’s visibilities are the luminous conditions that
allow something to briefly appear “as a flash, sparkle, or shimmer” (p. 52).

This stratification composed of the irreducible yet intertwined dimensions of visibility
and statement is illustrated in Foucault’s major works. In Madness and Civilization, the
segregation and observation of madmen within the asylum constitute a new visibility for
madness, while medicine, literature, and law generate discursive systems that redefine madness
as pathology. In Discipline and Punish, the prison becomes a space of visibility that disciplines
bodies through panoptic surveillance, while penal knowledge emerges as a new domain of
sayable objects. The interaction between new ways of seeing and new systems of saying

composes the strata of each historical formation.
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Deleuze (1986/2006) asserts that “an ‘age’ does not pre-exist the statements which
express it, nor the visibilities which fill it” (p. 48). By this, he underscores that an age is not a
pre-given reality but a construction shaped by the historically contingent distribution of what can
be said and seen. Deleuze regards Foucault’s analysis of visibility and statement as one of his
greatest philosophical contributions, describing it as “the conversion of phenomenology into
epistemology” (p. 109). Foucault’s break with phenomenology lies in his refusal to treat
perception or proposition as the origin of cognition. He regards visibility and statement as
products of historical distribution, emphasizing that together they constitute the conditions of
knowledge. In doing so, Foucault displaces the subject as the source of meaning and replaces it
with a field of historical conditions. He thus invites readers to reexamine what appears self-
evident by uncovering the epistemic arrangements that make such visibilities and statements
possible in the first place.

This perspective on visibilities and statements offers Foucauldian scholars a critical tool
for engaging with subject formations. Rather than presuming that subjective perception of the
world “reveals” certain realities, it shifts the focus toward the historical conditions that render
particular strata of visibility and discourse intelligible. In the context of Chinese immigrant and
Chinese American studies, this perspective raises the question of whether seemingly self-evident
concepts such as “Chinese subjectivity” are innate essences or constructs produced through the
historically contingent operations of seeing and saying.

From Archaeology to Genealogy

Foucault’s research approach is often divided into the periods of archaeology and

genealogy. Foucault’s (1969/2010) early archaeological approach investigates “the history of

systems of thought” (p. 231). Through archival analysis, he examines how disciplinary systems
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of knowledge emerge through specific discursive formations. Archaeology demonstrates that
historical shifts in knowledge do not follow a linear progression but rather consist of
discontinuities, in which one epistemic system is replaced by another.

Foucault’s genealogy is rooted in Nietzsche’s redefinition of the term. Genealogy, in its
conventional sense, refers to tracing ancestral lines or historical developments, often in search of
an origin. However, Nietzsche (1887/2006) employs genealogy as a method of transvaluation—
the critical examination of “the value of all previous valuations”—to uncover how moral values,
beliefs, and institutions have been historically constituted and transformed (p. 34). Rather than
seeking an origin, Nietzsche’s genealogical method questions how and why particular values
emerged and became dominant. Foucault (1971/1984) adopts and expands Nietzsche’s concept
of genealogy by rejecting the “suprahistorical perspective”—the belief that history unfolds along
metaphysical, essential, or objective lines (p. 86). To Foucault, this tradition “must be
systematically dismantled” (p. 88). This rejection of essentialism allows genealogy to function as
a critical method, exposing how power relations shape knowledge and institutions across
different historical periods.

Genealogy can be seen as an expanded form of archaeological inquiry. While retaining
archaeology’s focus on historical discontinuities and discursive structures, genealogy emphasizes
how power operates through institutions, practices, and material conditions alongside discourse.
Compared to archaeology, genealogy exhibits a more explicit political ambition in writing the
history of the present. As Koopman (2013) notes, “the difference between a genealogical history
of contingency and an archaeological history of arbitrariness is, at least in part, the difference
between a history oriented to the present and a history without any orientation at all” (p. 43).

Genealogy, in this sense, actively engages the historical conditions that constitute the present.
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Foucault (1975/1995) states that his intention was not to write “a history of the past in
terms of the present,” but rather “the history of the present” (p. 31). This means that genealogical
history writing is not a form of “presentism,” which “approaches the past using the concepts and
concerns of the present” (Garland, 2014, p. 367). Instead, genealogical inquiry begins “from a
question posed in the present” (Foucault, 1984/1990b, p. 262). This approach enables historians
to engage critically with the present and use historical materials to rethink the problematic and
often taken-for-granted features of contemporary life (Garland, 2014). In the current dissertation,
such a genealogical orientation makes it possible to interrogate how subjectivities are configured
within both historical and contemporary conditions.

Thus, the transition from archaeology to genealogy reflects Foucault’s attempt to expand
his analytic framework in order to address the political issues of his time. Reflecting on
Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1984/1990c) notes that the book’s objective was to help
conceptualize the present: “What I wanted to write was a history book that would make the
present situation comprehensible and, possibly, lead to action” (p. 101). The current dissertation
bears a similar ambition: to write Chinese immigrant and Chinese American histories as histories
for the present political moment. Archaeology and genealogy are therefore not separate; while
archaeology identifies epistemic ruptures, genealogy explores the contingent conditions that
make such ruptures possible. This shift toward a more dynamic and politically engaged inquiry
renders genealogy a powerful tool for addressing the politics of the present.

Genealogy as Political Critique

As Foucault (1984/1990b) remarks, “the notion common to all the work that I have done

since Histoire de la folie is that of problematization” (p. 257). Genealogy provides an alternative

perspective to conventional historical inquiry by problematizing what has been accepted as self-
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evident. It prompts reflection on how the relationship between power and knowledge shapes the
transformation of historical thought. Genealogy brings to the surface the assumptions underlying
domains that appear neutral, natural, or unproblematic.

Being political does not necessarily refer to direct engagement with policies, state
institutions, or so-called ideologies, but rather to the underlying power—knowledge relations
through which norms and truths are constituted. Rather than offering a definitive account of
political events, genealogy questions the very existence and formation of those events. It rejects
traditional historiography and seeks to “rid history of its illusions of progress and reconciliation”
(May, 1993, p. 76). As Shiner (1982) observes, genealogical tools can “free us from the illusion
that an apolitical method is possible” (p. 386). This is not achieved by locating “internal
conceptual contradictions” within dominant narratives, but by asking how these narratives were
“politically charged from the outset” (May, 1993, p. 59).

Foucault’s genealogical method shares with Marxism a commitment to exposing how
social institutions and power relations are historically constructed. Both approaches interrogate
how material conditions and epistemological frameworks shape subjectivity and sustain regimes
of domination. Foucault (1975/1980) argues that it is impossible to write history without drawing
on Marxist concepts, whether explicitly or implicitly. He asserts that critics who accuse him of
disregarding Marx are simply “incapable of recognising Marx’s texts,” because he frequently
borrows “concepts, texts, and phrases from Marx” without “feeling obliged” to cite them, (pp.
52-53). His critique of ideology, historical materialism, and knowledge structures demonstrates a
deep engagement with Marxist analysis, even as he distances himself from its totalizing and

teleological tendencies.
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Where classical Marxism posits a structural totality and seeks a unified historical logic
such as class struggle, Foucault emphasizes the dispersion and contingency of power. He urges
scholars to remain attentive to the “living openness of history,” in contrast to the assumptions of
“total history,” which aims to reduce “all the differences of a society” to “a single form”
(Foucault, 1969/2010, p. 13). Foucault’s critique is directed primarily at dominant forms of
Marxism in French intellectual and political life. He argues that their Marxist discourses had
become rigid, doctrinaire, and exclusionary, thereby foreclosing the development of new
political imaginaries. As he puts it, “they play a game whose rules aren’t Marxist but
communistological” (Foucault, 1975/1980, p. 53). In this sense, genealogy does not reject Marx,
but seeks possibilities for avoiding entrapment within a totalizing dialectic.

One of the most political aspects of Foucault’s work is his emphasis on contingency—the
idea that what appears natural or inevitable is, in fact, the product of specific historical
conditions, rather than the result of rational development or intrinsic designations. His notion of
contingency has been significantly developed by later theorists, particularly in queer theory. For
instance, in The History of Sexuality, Foucault (1976/1990) challenges the “repressive
hypothesis” and instead investigates how modern regimes of power have produced sexual
categories as objects of knowledge. This analysis lays the groundwork for rethinking gender and
sexuality beyond essentialist frameworks. Butler (1990) extends this analysis in her theory of
performativity, arguing that gender is not an inner essence but a repeated performance regulated
by social norms. Butler’s formulation that subjects are constituted through the very power that
constrains them draws directly from Foucault’s conception of productive power and

subjectivation.
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This particular contribution of Foucault’s scholarship lies not only in his analysis of
sexuality, but also in the broader possibilities it opens for rejecting fixed identity categories. As
Foucault (1982) states, the goal is “not to discover what we are but to refuse what we are” (p.
785). His work enables a genealogy of the self that resists naturalization and explores how
individuals might navigate normative constraints to fashion new forms of existence. In this
sense, Foucault offers a politics that is not grounded in identity claims, but engages in the
aesthetic and ethical reconfiguration of life itself.

Foucault’s Turn to Ethics

In his earlier work, Foucault focuses on how the subject is constructed within networks of
power and knowledge. In the final years before his death, he appears to undertake what is often
called an ethical turn, shifting his attention to how individuals might respond creatively to power
and engage in ethical self-formation within structures of discipline. The notion of ethics here
does not refer to a type of universal moral philosophy, but to the study of one’s relationship with
oneself. As Foucault (1983/2024) explains, “What is ethics? Ethics is, I think, the way
individuals constitute themselves as moral subjects in their activity, their action, and so on” (p.
86). This ethical perspective—an analysis of the relationship between one and oneself—is
developed in The Use of Pleasure and The Care of the Self, the second and third volumes of The
History of Sexuality.

Underpinning this approach are two key Foucauldian concepts: subjectivation and
technologies of the self. Subjectivation, in Foucault’s terms, refers to the historically conditioned
process through which individuals constitute themselves as subjects via practices of the self.
According to Foucault (1984/1997), the practices through which one constitutes oneself are not

invented independently but are derived from models found in one’s culture that are “proposed,
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suggested, [or] imposed” by society (p. 291). In short, subjectivation entails both subjection to
norms and the potential for self-formation within them. It involves taking up available ideas and
practices to mold oneself, rather than discovering a pre-given, essential, and fixed “true self.”
Foucault (1983/2024) refers to “the practice of the self” as the process by which an individual,
through their relationship to themselves, constitutes themselves as a subject (p. 145). This refers
to deliberate actions taken in relation to the self in order to become a particular kind of moral
subject: what Foucault calls technologies of the self.

Foucault (1982/1997) uses the term “technologies of the self” to describe how people
exercise power upon themselves “to transform themselves in order to attain a certain state of
happiness, purity, wisdom, perfection, or immortality” (p. 225). Kelly (2013) notes that
Foucault’s ethical self is related to, yet distinct from, morality—that is, the historically
contingent social codes and norms. In Foucault’s framework, morality refers to externally
imposed codes, while ethics involves one’s relationship to oneself and the conduct of that
relationship. Foucault (1984/1988) points out that, whereas in the Greco-Roman era people
treated their lives as personal works of art, Christian morality increasingly took the form of a
“code of rules” (p. 49). When reflecting on the present era, Foucault observes that “the idea of a
morality as obedience to a code of rules” is disappearing, and he argues that this “absence of
morality corresponds” with “the search for an aesthetics of existence” (p. 49). In other words, if
external moral laws no longer serve as guides, individuals must guide themselves by cultivating
an artful relationship with their own lives.

Foucault’s notion of the aesthetics of existence describes an ethical orientation in which
one treats one’s life as a work of art. Rather than adhering to a universal moral code shaped by

historical contingency, individuals who engage with the aesthetics of existence cultivate their
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way of being, as artists approach their works. Foucault’s historical studies of Greek and Roman
ethics inform this concept. He examines how ancient individuals constituted themselves as
aesthetic subjects through practices of self-care. Foucault (1980/1993) states that “one of the
main political problems nowadays” is “the politics of ourselves,” and “maybe our problem is
now to discover that the self is nothing else than the historical correlation of the technology built
in our history. Maybe the problem is to change those technologies” (pp. 222-223). In other
words, ethics becomes an art of living: “From the idea that the self is not given to us, I think that
there is only one practical consequence: we have to create ourselves as a work of art” (Foucault,
1983/1997, p. 262).

Huijer (1999) reminds readers that Foucault’s work on the aesthetics of existence revisits
the “death of man” conclusion articulated at the end of The Order of Things. Rather than
asserting that “man” or “the subject” has ceased to exist, Foucault’s later works on ethics show
that people are always constructing themselves and that subjects are in states of indefinite
transformation. It is important to note that Foucault’s turn to the self was not a rejection of his
earlier insights about power, but a complement to them. Foucault does not isolate the subject
from society. Rather, he seeks to show how individuals might exercise freedom within the
constraints of power by transforming themselves. While Foucault emphasizes individual self-
stylization, he also acknowledges that no self is created in a vacuum. As Foucault (1982/1997)
states, technologies of the self are just one among several modes of shaping how people come to
know themselves, others, and the world, and these types of technologies “hardly ever function
separately” (p. 225).

In sum, the aesthetics of existence is an ethical project that offers at least two insights:

first, that identities are historically produced rather than essential. And second, that individuals
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can actively engage in shaping who they become. Foucault’s late work thus marks a transition
from an account of the subject as constructed by power and knowledge to an exploration of how
the subject may also actively constitute itself through practices of self-relation. This shift,
articulated in his final writings, offers a direction for his intellectual successors: even within
seemingly inescapable mechanisms of power, a space of subjective freedom through practice
remains possible.

Folding Between Foucault and Deleuze

Foucault’s project on ethics can be understood as an unfinished work. By pointing to the
possibility of actively constituting one’s own subjectivity, he left an open project for future
researchers. Part of this present dissertation’s attempt is to apply Deleuze’s philosophy to further
explore the mechanisms of Foucault’s subjectivation. Before elaborating on this approach in the
following chapters, it is necessary to define Deleuze’s key concepts and their intersections with
Foucault’s work.

In Foucault’s late ethical turn, the notion of subjectivation proposes the capacity by
which the self turns itself into a subject.'* As Foucault (1984) writes, “the critique of what we are
is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an
experiment with the possibility of going beyond them” (p. 50). This implies that Foucault’s
conception of power—knowledge relations is not limited to its classifying and disciplinary
operations that fold external forces into the interiority of the subject; it also acknowledges the
subject’s internal capacity to simultaneously exceed the limits imposed from the outside. In this

sense, Foucault’s idea of critique entails two interrelated possibilities: one that examines how the

!4 Foucault (1982) describes the orientation of his later work: “Finally, I have sought to study—it is my
current work—the way a human being turns himself into a subject. For example, I have chosen the domain of
sexuality—how men have learned to recognize themselves as subjects of ‘sexuality’” (p. 778).
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subject is shaped by external forces of power, and another that acknowledges the subject’s
potential to exceed those external limits from within.

The concept of the fold offers a productive point of entry into the dialogue between
Foucault and Deleuze. Approaching the world via the Deleuzian lens of folding suggests that
what are conventionally perceived as “inside” and “outside” are not separate realms, but rather
continuous surfaces folded into one another. Deleuze (1988/1993) illustrates this idea through his
revisiting of Leibniz’s image of the monad. The monad, Deleuze writes, is “the autonomy of the
inside, an inside without an outside” (p. 28). Yet this interiority is not cut off from the external
world; rather, it enfolds the outside within itself. Deleuze emphasizes that “a fold passes through
living material in order to allot to the absolute interiority of the monad the metaphysical principle
of life, and to make the infinite exteriority of matter the physical law of phenomena” (p. 28). It is
in this continuous folding of the inside and the outside that the boundary between them is no
longer considered a fixed wall, but a dynamic and continuous fold.

Deleuze (1988/1993) not only points out that the interiority of the monad is folded by the
folding of the external world, but also that this interiority folds back onto exteriority as well:
“Beings are pushed apart, kept open through divergent series and incompossible totalities that
pull them outside, instead of being closed upon the compossible and convergent world that they
express from within” (p. 81). This concept thus challenges traditional dualisms, such as
inside/outside, mind/matter, or subject/object, and offers a more fluid, topological conception of
subjectivity. This way of living within continuous processes of folding and unfolding resonates
with the simultaneity that Foucault proposes in his notion of subjectivation.

Deleuze’s (1986/2006) essay “Foldings, or the Inside of Thought (Subjectivation)” in his

book Foucault serves as a crucial bridge between his philosophy and Foucault’s, as it engages
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directly with The History of Sexuality, where Foucault examines how subjectivity is constituted
through practices of the self. In classical Greek ethics, individuals took external forces and
internalized them through techniques of self-care, thereby producing a particular kind of ethical
subject, such as one capable of governing his pleasures. Deleuze argues that Foucault then
illustrates how this relation to the self was dramatically refolded under Christianity: Christian
confession and moral codes “redistributed or reorganized” the relation to oneself, “reintegrating”
it into a new system of truth and power (pp. 102—103). The self, in short, is folded and unfolded
again and again in the system, resulting in a new mode of subjectivity. This process of folding is
continuous.

The concept of the fold, particularly in relation to subject formation, thus serves as a
starting point for rethinking subject and identity. The fold rejects the notion that the human
subject possesses a pre-existing inner essence not by denying the existence of interiority, but by
redefining it. As Deleuze (1986/2006) writes, “...Instead of moving from an apparent exteriority
to an essential ‘nucleus of interiority,” we must conjure up the illusory interiority in order to
restore words and things to their constitutive exteriority” (p. 43). What is conventionally
perceived as an interior self is, in fact, constituted through the folding of external forces
inward—the product of ongoing processes in which the outside shapes and configures what is
experienced as “inside.” This is the ontological terrain in which the fold operates: a world
without a transcendent beyond, where subjectivity does not emerge from a metaphysical core but
from a continuous process of folding and unfolding.

Affect as Force of Becoming
Through the concept of the fold, Deleuze destabilizes the boundary between the inside

and the outside, challenging the idea that the subject is defined by a static interiority. What then
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appears as a “subject” becomes a site of continuous transformation. In Deleuze’s philosophy—
often developed in collaboration with Guattari—this transformation is described as becoming.
This model of subject-formation offers a promising supplement in developing Foucault’s concept
of subjectivation.

Yet, while both Foucault’s art of living and Deleuze’s concept of becoming suggest that
life is not given but constructed, it is important to note that they rest on different ontological
foundations: Foucault’s ethics foreground the care and stylization of the self through historically
situated practices, whereas Deleuze’s philosophy moves away from the subject altogether,
emphasizing impersonal processes of becoming that dissolve fixed identities.

Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987) conceptualize becoming as unformed, non-
representational movements. It is not a movement from one identity to another—"‘becoming is
not to imitate or identify with something or someone”—which would remain within the logic of
fixed identity (p. 272). Rather, becoming emerges through entering a “zone of proximity,” a
threshold space where particles can be extracted and arranged in new relations of movement and
rest, speed and slowness (pp. 272-273). In this sense, becoming is a continual, micro-level
process of differentiation, undoing stable identities and producing new modes of existence.

To further lay the theoretical background of Deleuzian ontology, a brief introduction of
the term “affect” is crucial. Deleuze and Guattari’s idea of becoming is not driven by linguistic
or even cognitive structures but by affect: an impersonal force that expresses the body’s capacity
to affect and be affected. Deleuze’s concept of affect is a revisit of Spinoza’s philosophy.
Deleuze (1970/1988) suggests that an individual is not primarily defined by categories or
identity, but by a degree of power. The ethical dimension of a subject lies in the individual’s

“capacity for being affected” (p. 27). On this Spinozist foundation, Deleuze conceptualizes affect
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not as a personal emotion, but as an ontological force: a pre-individual intensity that traverses
bodies and composes their powers of transformation.

Affect is closely tied to intensity. Deleuze (1968/1994) defines intensity as “the form of
difference” (p. 222). He overturns the classical metaphysical priority of identity over difference,
arguing instead that difference is ontologically primary. Rather than presupposing stable entities
and defining them through difference, Deleuze insists that difference is primary and uses
intensity to describe this differential condition. Intensity is the condition for transformation,
while affect is how that transformation manifests on the level of the body. Deleuzian affect is not
the same as emotion. Emotions such as joy, anger, and sadness are affects that have been named,
classified, and encoded within linguistic systems. Affect refers to a pre-conscious, pre-personal
field of forces—undisciplined and unformed.

Thus, in Deleuze and Guattari’s philosophy, affect refers to unstructured force as the
charge of becoming. Just as Foucault uses a micropolitics of power to disrupt and exceed
existing structures of subject formation, Deleuze and Guattari’s ontology provides conceptual
tools for imagining forms of subjectivation that exceed linguistic, cognitive, or structural capture.

It is worth noting that affect theory is a developing field of research in the contemporary
landscape of philosophy, and Deleuze’s ontological views on affect represent one approach.
Later chapters will briefly explore how this approach might be integrated into a Foucauldian
framework as a possibility for future research, while the majority of the current dissertation
focuses on Foucault's subjectivation and Deleuze’s topology of the fold.

Political Formations
Conventional approaches to the subject formation of Chinese immigrants and Chinese

Americans often begin by identifying an essentialized notion of being Chinese. Labels associated
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with Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans typically refer to birthplace, migration history,
and nationality. The Museum of Chinese in America adopts a broader term “Chinese in
America” to describe the scope of its focus, thereby expanding and blurring both the legal and
cultural boundaries of identity. There are many other ways to refer to this fluid and differentiated
group, such as the Chinese diaspora, people of Chinese descent, and American-born Chinese,
among others. Each term carries distinct legal and cultural connotations that often overlap yet
remain differentiated. All of these classificatory technologies are driven by a search for origins,
precisely what Foucault (1971/1984) critiqued and sought to dismantle through his genealogy.

Rather than presuming the existence of inherent “Chinese” essences that determine
individual subjectivities and conducting research based on such essentialist assumptions, a more
genealogical question would be: How did these classificatory systems about the Chinese become
naturalized within specific historical conditions in the United States? Any attempt to fix
individuals within specific labels participates in classificatory regimes—a form of power that
produces the very categories it purports to describe. Such labels may appear to reflect identity,
but they are, in fact, products of power—knowledge formations that function as technologies of
governance. Classifying identities into predefined categories reduces the open-ended process of
becoming to static representations. The following subsections examine how labels for Chinese
communities in the United States have historically emerged, and how their usage reflects broader
mechanisms of power and knowledge.
From “Yellow Peril” to “Model Minority”

Throughout much of U.S. history, dominant discourse treated people of Asian descent as

a monolithic racial group—initially as Orientals'®, and later as Asians—attributing to them a

15 Lee (1999), in Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular Culture, argues that U.S. popular culture has
historically constructed the “Oriental” as a racialized Other opposed to White Americanness, and that the “Oriental”
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fixed set of characteristics such as the villainous “Yellow Peril” and the compliant “model
minority” (San Juan, 1991). Early Chinese immigrants primarily came from southern China, and
the majority were male peasants from lower economic classes (McGlinn, 1991). Anti-Chinese
movements, driven by cultural conflict and labor competition, led to widespread violence against
Chinese communities (Sung, 1967, p. 43). During this period, the figure of the Chinese became
increasingly racialized and threatening. Chinese immigrants were portrayed as inherently
foreign, unassimilable, and dangerous to U.S. public order. These portrayals fueled exclusionary
demands that culminated in the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, the first federal law to explicitly
bar a specific nationality from entry into the United States. Alongside prostitutes, criminals, and
other so-called “undesirables,” the majority of Chinese were rendered legally excludable (Lee,
2002, 2006). The Act institutionalized knowledge about who counted as “Chinese,” reinforcing
the state’s authority to classify and regulate the population. In Foucauldian terms, a regime of
truth emerged that linked Chinese with illegality and moral deviance, aligning racial prejudice
with administrative policy in ways that materially shaped Chinese lives.

After the 1882 Exclusion Act barred Chinese laborers from entry and naturalization,
generations of Chinese individuals sought alternative ways to enter the country. One such
strategy was becoming so-called paper sons (Hsu, 1997). Under this method, Chinese
immigrants would claim familial ties to American citizens and obtain forged documents—birth
certificates, family records—to assert citizenship rights under the Fourteenth Amendment. From
the state’s perspective, these acts were fraudulent and criminal; from the immigrants’

perspective, they were forms of resistance against racist exclusion. As Hsu notes, racially

should be understood as a historically situated constellation of signs and discourses. In 2016, President Obama
signed legislation removing the term “Oriental” from federal law. Introduced by Representative Grace Meng and
supported by Senator Mazie Hirono, the bill replaced the term with “Asian American” (Bai, 2016).
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motivated laws forced many to resort to such means, further marginalizing them within
American society. The figure of the paper son thus came to symbolize both subversion and
exclusion. The history of the paper son exemplifies how resistance emerges from within power:
it operates not from a position entirely outside the legal apparatus but through a counter-
appropriation of legal technologies.

During World War II, as the Republic of China became the military and political ally of
the United States, what it meant to be “Chinese” transformed. A page from the 1941 LIFE
magazine attempted to instruct the American public in the post-Pearl Harbor era on how to
visually distinguish between the “ally” Chinese and the enemy Japanese (Washington State
University Digital Exhibits, n.d.). The article juxtaposed photographs of two politicians from
China and Japan, annotated with rather arbitrary facial typologies such as “parchment yellow
complexion” versus “earthy yellow complexion,” and “higher bridge” versus “flatter nose,”
equating ethnic identity with superficial physical traits of individuals (p. 81). In the name of
protecting Chinese individuals from misdirected hostility, the article reflects racialized
governance and the classificatory logics imposed on Asian faces.

The repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943 marked a significant shift. As
restrictions on Chinese immigration were gradually lifted, newly arriving postwar refugees and
previously undocumented residents gained access to legal permanent residency (Hsu, 2012;
Ngai, 1998; Zhao, 2002). In the postwar decades, immigration reforms opened the door to a
more diverse Chinese population, altering the community’s internal composition. The model
minority narrative emerged, portraying Asian Americans as hardworking, obedient, and
academically successful—an ostensibly positive stereotype that implicitly contrasted them with

other marginalized racial groups. It was sometimes manipulated to suggest that racism could be
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overcome through discipline and personal effort (Wong & Ramakrishnan, 2023). Such power is
not merely external; it operates through the internalization of norms. Subjected to the model
minority discourse, individuals become both objects and agents of their own discipline.

Kim’s (1999) theory of racial triangulation suggests how the “model minority” stereotype
and the “problem minority” narrative were deployed by the conservatives to strategically
position Asian Americans as intermediaries in broader racial struggles. Departing from the
conventional Black—White binary paradigm, Kim proposes a triangular model that highlights
how Asian Americans are racialized through comparative processes involving White and Black
populations. The valorization of Asian Americans as “model minorities” functions as a form of
governmentality—disciplining both Asian and Black populations through racialized meritocracy
and cross-racial comparison. This narrative exemplifies Foucault’s theory of power—knowledge
by establishing a “truth” about Asian Americans that subtly undermines critiques of structural
racism. By presenting success as the result of individual merit, it obscures systemic inequality
and disciplines Asian Americans to conform to neoliberal ideals of productivity and
respectability. The model minority narrative discourages protest and masks the contradictions of
racial capitalism under a veneer of cultural harmony (San Juan, 1991). Thus, identities are not
neutral givens but are continually produced within the intertwining of power and knowledge.
Between Being “Chinese” and “American”

Discussed in this section are processes that define an individual’s experience of being
between “Chinese” and “American.” An assumption embedded in this type of discussion, worth
noting, is that it implies there is a fixed “Chinese” root and an essential “American” image to
which it can be compared. Framing Chinese American identity as oscillating between being

Chinese and being American risks reducing dynamic processes of subjectivation into a static
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binary. Such binaries have long been described in studies of Chinese American subjectivity in
terms of generational status, cultural retention, and value dualism, from a representational
perspective.

One set of labels historically placed on Chinese people is “sojourners” and “settlers.”
Siu’s (1953/1987) study, conducted during the 1930s and 1950s, explores the economic and
social lives of Chinese laundry workers in the greater Chicago area, identifying them with the
characteristics of the “sojourner.” This concept, inspired by but distinct from Park’s (1928)
theory of the “marginal man,” defines a sojourner as someone who “clings to the cultural
heritage of his own ethnic group in spite of many years of residence abroad” (Siu, 1953/1987, p.
4). Glick (1980) began his research in the late 1920s on the Chinese community in Hawaii and
documented how Chinese residents there shifted from only sojourning in the United States to
settling and viewing Hawaii as home. It is worth noting that both Siu and Glick focused on the
social and economic forms of these settlers, treating the categories of “sojourner” and “settler” as
factual, objective definitions.

The obsession with defining the subjectivities of Chinese Americans has led to many
studies analyzing individuals’ attitudes toward their Chinese identity and American identity.
Much of the research implies that some essences of being Chinese or American are qualities that
can be detected, classified, and measured; therefore, the issue of Chinese American identity is
often framed as an inner battle between dualistic values. Wang (1991) identifies five major types
of Chinese American identity: the sojourner mentality, assimilator, accommodator, ethnically
proud, and uprooted. Although these definitions may seem somewhat arbitrary in the English
context, they are translations from Wang’s rhetorical wordplay in Chinese. Each type of identity

is originally represented by a four-character Chinese phrase containing the word “gen,” which
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translates to “root” in English, symbolizing one’s ancestry and origins. The identification of
these five types of Chinese Americans intends to highlight the complexities of ethnic identity and
the interactions that Chinese Americans have with other ethnic groups (pp. 184—-185).

Ting-Toomey (1981) argues that Asian Americans born in the United States often face
the dilemma of identifying themselves and must contend with “antithetical values” within
themselves (pp. 383—-384). Ting-Toomey suggests that first-generation Chinese Americans
mainly identify with Chinese culture, while the second generation can adapt to American culture
and internalize both Chinese and American cultural orientations. According to him, a significant
percentage of third- and fourth-generation students also identify with both sets of cultural values
and beliefs, indicating that the retention of ancestral culture remains important for the Chinese
ethnic group, because they appear to search for their “roots” rather than assimilate entirely into
the dominant White culture.

A specific study about this internal battle between two cultures is Kendis and Kendis’
(1976) research on second-generation Chinese American street boys in Boston’s Chinatown.
Kendis and Kendis view these street boys as products of “changing economic and social patterns
within the Chinatown community,” making them products of both American and Chinese
cultures, yet not fully accepted by—or accepting of—either culture (p. 16). Thus, Kendis and
Kendis argue that the dilemma for Chinese American youth, of neither being able to
appropriately nor wishing to play the role of either Chinese or American, leads them to create a
new, acceptable self-image as street boys.

Furthermore, Chun-Hoon (1971) argues that the contradiction between Chinese and
American cultures has introduced a degree of discontinuity and cultural schizophrenia to Chinese

Americans (pp. 62—-63). Asian American subjects are often interpreted as sites of struggle and
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reconciliation between “Asian culture” and “American culture” (Chang, 2007, pp. 867-868). In
Asian American fiction, as well as in other ethnic literature, the loss or transmission of the
“original” culture has frequently been explored in the context of generational conflict (Ahokas,
1996, p. 8).

The Making of “Asian American”

Chinese Americans are often discussed as a subset of the broader Asian American
category. The emergence of the term “Asian American” represents an institutionalized operation
of power—knowledge: it facilitates state mechanisms and legal categorization. The legal
invention of Asian American identity was intertwined with Cold War geopolitics and
immigration reforms. The 1952 McCarran-Walter Act and the 1965 Immigration and Nationality
Act restructured Asian immigration patterns, prompting the state to formalize racial categories
for governance and surveillance purposes (Ngai, 2004/2014). “Asian American” as a label was
not merely descriptive but functioned as part of U.S. racial and national security strategies. As
Banerji (2002) argues, there is no intrinsic unity among the diverse communities grouped under
this label; their coalition rests on overlapping diasporic experiences rather than cultural essence.
The label is an artificial construct derived from presumed commonalities of race and culture, as
well as shared histories of exclusion (Kibria, 1999).

The pan-ethnic label “Asian American” was adopted as a strategy of political
mobilization in the late 1960s and 1970s. Activists invoked shared experiences of racialization
and exclusion to unite various Asian-origin groups (Maeda, 2005). Espiritu (1992) argues that
such “panethnicity” emerges especially through the actions of the state, media, and activist
organizations, which bring diverse Asian-origin communities together. Asian American

panethnicity is initially a strategic and political response to external forces. For example, from
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the panethnic perspective, racist actions targeting one Asian American subgroup can be framed
as hostility against all Asian Americans. As Ahokas (1996) notes, asserting a pan-Asian identity
was a tactic to resist otherness and marginalization in a predominantly White society.

The making of Asian American identity sometimes was seen as a mass-scale project of
subjectivation: individuals were interpellated—borrowing the term from Althusser
(1971/2014)—into a political consciousness that transcended ethnic origin, assigning prescribed
modes of speech, representation, and belonging, thereby rendering them intelligible within
established regimes of governance. Despite vast cultural differences among so-called “Asians,”
they were treated as a racialized bloc by American institutions. “Asian American” became a
political-racial identifier, grounded in a collective vision of social justice (Philip, 2014). This
process exemplifies “subjectivation” within power—knowledge relations, as Foucault’s
genealogical works often pointed out. Individuals were shaped through state and activist
discourses prescribing specific modes of visibility and articulation as “Asian Americans.”

Over time, what was once a radical gesture has often become a depoliticized
demographic marker. As Philip (2014) argues, the term “Asian American,” originally tied to
activism has in many contexts been reduced to a census category or market demographic. The
rise of the “model minority” myth has further de-radicalized the Asian American label. Like the
labels White, Black, or Latino, “Asian American” is an abstraction that flattens differences. The
strategic use of the Asian American concept entails a dilemma: while homogenization flattens
specific national or ethnic identities, emphasizing heterogeneity by disaggregating into smaller
ethnic units may reduce political influence. This paradox underscores the tension between
resisting reductive categorizations and sustaining collective visibility in public discourse.

Complexity of Reimagining ldentity
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The politics organized around the label of Asian American is an instance of identity
politics. Drawing on Black struggles in Britain, Hall (1991) underscores the tensions within such
politics. On the one hand, he emphasizes that identity politics “had to do with the constitution of
some defensive collective identity against the practices of racist society” (p. 52). In other words,
Hall highlights the strategic utility of identity in concrete political struggles: “You have to be
positioned somewhere in order to speak” (p. 51). On the other hand, he cautions that this strategy
of forging a unified identity can silence internal differences. For Hall, the task is therefore to
envision a politics of identity capable of negotiating difference without reverting to closed,
essentialist formulations.

Hall’s approach explores the possibilities of repositioning identity within non-essentialist
terms. From his perspective, this reconceptualization of identity is consistent with the trajectory
of Foucault’s intellectual evolution. Hall (1996) critiques Foucault’s early archaeology, in which
Foucault analyzed the “construction of subject positions within discourse” but did not address
how social structures interact with discursive positions, nor why individuals in certain social
locations come to occupy some subject positions rather than others (p. 10). Hall thus argues that
Foucault’s archaeological analyses “reinscribe an antinomy between subject positions and the
individuals who occupy them” (p. 10). In Hall’s reading, Foucault’s later genealogical turn
addressed these omissions, while his final turn toward ethics more directly engaged questions of
the subject’s relationship to itself. In short, Hall suggests that if Foucault’s career had not been
cut short by his early death, his ethical inquiries would likely have continued in this direction of
reimagining identity from anti-essentialist perspectives—though Hall notes that Foucault himself

might never have employed so “vulgar” a term as identity to describe his work (p. 13).
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In Hall’s (1996) framing, “identity” is no longer anchored in historical sameness but is
produced within “specific discursive formations and practices” and shaped by “specific
modalities of power” (p. 4). He conceptualizes Black Caribbean identities as constituted along
two intersecting axes: one of similarity and continuity, and the other of difference and rupture
(Hall, 1990, p. 226). Hall’s reimagination of identity, constructed through difference, partially
aligns with Deleuze’s (1968/1994) conception, in which difference is affirmed as primary and
generative rather than derivative of, or subordinated to, the identity of sameness. Their
divergence, however, lies in the fact that Deleuze’s ontology seeks to dispense with the concept
of identity altogether, whereas Hall, while acknowledging that identity has been deconstructed,
retains it as both an analytical tool in cultural analysis and a strategic position for political action.

Such attempts reshape identity’s meaning, treating it not as essence but as a strategic and
continually reconstituted position. This provisional conception of identity resonates with
Spivak’s (1985/1996) notion of strategic essentialism and Berlin’s (1992) idea of provisional
formulations, as discussed earlier in the current dissertation. Commitments to temporary and
strategic forms of essentialism represent a stance of compromise. The poststructuralist
reimagination of identity emerges within a set of theoretical tensions. On the one hand, Hall
recognizes that the concept of identity has been challenged from anti-essentialist perspectives; on
the other hand, he contends that the concept of identity has not disappeared from contemporary
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political discourse. As Hall (1996) admits with regard to “identity,” “since they have not been
superseded dialectically, and there are no other, entirely different concepts with which to replace

them, there is nothing to do but to continue to think with them” (p. 1). This mode of

compromised thinking reflects one of the key dilemmas faced by left political theorists
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attempting to project theory onto political problems amid poststructuralist critiques. This topic
will be further elaborated in contemporary discussions of identity-based politics in Chapter Five.
May 68 and French Maoism

Before continuing the discussion of Asian American political activism, it is necessary to
step back from the specific case of Asian Americans and situate it within the broader landscape
of global political forces and leftist movements of the time. Following the end of the Second
World War, Western leftist thought was profoundly shaped by both the successes and setbacks of
global communism. The victory of the Chinese Communist Revolution in 1949 and, later, the
Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976 influenced by Mao Zedong, captured the imagination of
leftists worldwide. By the 1960s, many Western leftists looked to Maoism as an alternative to
Soviet Stalinism, particularly in support of revolutionary movements in the Third World (Kang,
2015). The Vietnam War from 1955 to 1975 further catalyzed Western leftist politics and
became intertwined with Maoist influence.

In France, the events of May 1968 represented an explosive culmination of these global
currents intersecting with local conditions. What began as a student revolt in Paris quickly
escalated into a nationwide general strike. Although the uprising did not succeed in toppling
Charles de Gaulle’s government, it marked a profound cultural and political turning point in
French society. Ross (2002) emphasizes that the events of May 1968 were not only a
convergence of student movements and workers’ strikes, but also marked a political rupture
within the French Left between the student radical Left and traditional leftist parties such as the
French Communist Party (PCF). The PCF, seen by the radical Left as institutionalized and

conservative, was no longer regarded as a genuinely revolutionary force in May ’68. More
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radical ideological currents—especially French Maoism—became a significant element within
the culture of the far-left in France during and after May ’68.

Lovell (2016) describes Western enthusiasm for Maoism and the Chinese Cultural
Revolution as an “exemplary episode” of “selective understanding, reinterpretation, and
distortion” between China and the rest of the world (p. 635). Outside of China, accurate
information about the on-going Cultural Revolution was scarce. What appealed to Western

leftists were propaganda slogans—such as “i& < 5 P (It’s right to rebel)” or “/IF] 7] &

(Bombard the headquarters)”—that emphasized class struggle and mass empowerment,
resonating with activists in civil rights and anti-establishment movements. With its emphasis on
continuous revolution, mass mobilization, and cultural struggle against bourgeois values,
Maoism appeared to offer a purer, anti-imperialist alternative to the traditional Soviet model.

In late 1960s France, young leftists idealized Mao’s Cultural Revolution, despite having
limited direct information about it. In Wolin’s (2018) work on the influence of Maoist ideology
on French intellectuals, he argues that Mao’s China served as a projection of French students’
“overheated revolutionary fantasies” (p. 122). Indeed, the popularity of Maoist ideas in France
was less about the actual events in China and more about young activists’ hopes for a society that
could escape from the failures and disappointments often associated with Western modernity.

The appeal of Maoism was both ideological and methodological. French Maoists
embraced the Maoist slogan “3% &, % K & L (No investigation, no right to speak)” and
actively engaged in fieldwork. As Thompson and Zurn (2021) notes in their essay about Foucault
and the Prisons Information Group, what was important for many French academics,
professionals, and artists was that Maoism provided an “emancipatory form of empiricism” (p.

17). They adopted an empirical, grassroots approach to revolution, believing that intellectuals
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must learn from blue-collar workers and directly confront injustice. As a form of political action,
French Maoists participated in arduous factory labor and prided themselves on being committed
to “practice” over “theory” (Wolin, 2018, p. 129).

The Politics of the Intolerable

Although Foucault was not in France during May 1968, and despite his reluctance to
label himself as a Marxist or Maoist, his engagement with leftist activism in the early 1970s
offers a compelling example of theory meeting practice. His most significant activist
involvement was with the Prisons Information Group (Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons,
GIP), which he co-founded in 1971 to launch a public inquiry into prison conditions.

When proposing GIP’s working plan, Foucault opposed the idea of staging a public
tribunal to symbolically put the prison system on trial, as he wished to avoid replicating the
hierarchical structures of the existing power system. Instead, his focus was on collecting and
disseminating information from prisoners, aiming to make their voices and experiences publicly
visible (Thompson & Zurn, 2021). In a discussion with Foucault, Deleuze described GIP as a
relay— a mechanism for circulating information, enabling speech, and disrupting hierarchical
control over knowledge production (Deleuze & Foucault, 1972/1977). Deleuze argued that
Foucault’s work with the GIP should not be reduced to a simple application of theory to practice,
but rather seen as part of “a system of relays within a larger sphere, within a multiplicity of parts
that are both theoretical and practical” (p. 208).

The concept of the “intolerable” became central to Foucault’s activism with GIP. He
defined the intolerable as those conditions and institutions “that are felt to be oppressive by those

living in them,” and saw “intolerance” as “the passion that compels resistance to such
9
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oppression” (Thompson & Zurn, 2021, p. 10). When asked for his opinion on prisons, Foucault
(1971/2021a) replied:

I have none. I am here to receive, to disseminate, and, if need be, to elicit documents.

Simply put, I perceive the intolerable. The blandness of the soup or the coldness of winter

is relatively bearable. But to imprison an individual just because he has a run-in with the

legal system, that is not acceptable! (p. 77)

This statement can be unpacked in at least two ways. First, Foucault insisted on
positioning himself as a relay for prison information, allowing the public to draw its own
conclusions about what occurs behind prison walls. Second, he believed strongly that the
dissemination of information—without interpretive framing—was enough to problematize the
prison system and prompt calls for reform. As Foucault (1971/2021b) writes elsewhere: “...let
what is intolerable—imposed, as it is, by force and by silence—cease to be accepted. ... Let us
become intolerant of prisons, the legal system, the hospital system, psychiatric practice, military
service, etc.” (pp. 66—-67).

Foucault’s political involvement with the GIP was significant in relation to his later
development of theoretical works. A collection of exchanges between Foucault and other GIP
members indicated that Foucault believed Discipline and Punish was directly inspired by his
work with the GIP (Domenad et al., 1980/2021, p. 379). The idea of the “intolerable,” deeply
reflected in Foucault’s (1971/2021a) writings for the GIP and later extended in Discipline and
Punish, underlies Foucault’s contribution to political thought: the notion that power is diffused
through everyday institutions and norms in ways that can make life unbearable for individuals.

Foucault (1975/1995) notes that public execution became “intolerable” at a certain point, which
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contributed to the historical shift from sovereign punishment to that of disciplinary institutions
(p. 73).

Moreover, Foucault’s GIP works demonstrates that his theories were not detached from
actual political practice. By highlighting disciplinary mechanisms and encouraging a refusal to
tolerate normalized oppression, Foucault provides activists and scholars with a framework for
analyzing all spaces as sites of political struggle. This concept will be revisited in Chapter Four
in relation to the case of Golden Venture and debates on asylum seekers.

The Formation of Asian American Left Activism

Across the Atlantic, the United States experienced its own wave of leftist movements in
the 1960s and 1970s, with notable parallels to—as well as influences from—global movements.
These movements emerged from a complex interplay of forces. As Levy (1994) emphasizes,
during the first half of the 1960s, the New Left and labor collaborated extensively in campaigns
against poverty, civil rights, and labor organizing. Yet the escalation of the Vietnam War,
together with the emergence of Black Power and the counterculture, became decisive factors in
fracturing this alliance. While students and New Left groups were overwhelmingly opposed to
the war, most unions supported U.S. foreign policy. This dynamic demonstrates that American
leftist movements did not emerge from a single ideological foundation but rather from distinct
conditions of possibility, giving rise to heterogeneous historical formations.

Factions of the American left explicitly embraced Maoist ideologies as a framework for
more militant and uncompromising activism. The Black Panther Party, for instance, drew heavily
on Maoist thought, incorporating revolutionary strategies and anti-imperialist ideology into its
political framework—an influence evident in its emphasis on armed self-defense, grassroots

organizing, and international solidarity (Ren, 2009). Kelley and Esch (1999) argue that Maoist
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ideologies appealed to Black activists in the United States as a Third World Marxist model of
revolution, offering strategies shaped by the cultural and political realities of colonized peoples.
Maoism’s emphasis on peasant-led revolution and adapting Marxism to local conditions
provided Black activists with both a theoretical framework and a sense of global solidarity,
enabling them to envision revolutionary possibilities that differed from Eurocentric visions of
revolution. Yet, it is worth noting that while American radical leftists rallied around Maoist
slogans, geopolitical realities shifted dramatically. Kissinger and Nixon’s historic visits to China
in 1971 and 1972 broke the ice between the United States and the People’s Republic of China,
reshaping the global balance of the Cold War. Mao Zedong later welcomed a conservative
American president, Richard Nixon, to Beijing. This moment underscores the complex
intersections between revolutionary solidarities imagined by U.S. activists and the pragmatic
negotiations of global politics.

Regardless, Asian American political activists were likewise developing a radical
consciousness in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Young Asian Americans began to organize their
own version of the Black Panthers: they were no longer “Orientals” but united under a pan-
ethnic Asian American identity. Their movement was sometimes described as Yellow Power
(Ogbar, 2001). Some Asian American movements were deeply influenced by both the Black
Power movement and Maoist concepts. Maeda (2005) suggests that the Red Guard Party in the
United States—a name directly borrowed from the student-led mass Red Guards movement
during the Chinese Cultural Revolution—adopted the style, language, and politics inspired by the
Black Panther Party. Therefore, Maeda argues that Asian American activists inserted themselves
into a racial paradigm and constructed an Asian American identity through the performance of

Blackness between 1969 and 1972.
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The Asian American left was also profoundly influenced by Third World Marxist thought
and was part of what became known as the Third World Liberation Movement in the United
States. This coalition united African American, Latino, Asian, and Native American activists in a
shared struggle. In strikes such as those at San Francisco State University in 1968 and the
University of California, Berkeley in 1969, Asian Americans played prominent roles in
demanding the establishment of ethnic studies programs and an end to university complicity in
the Vietnam War (Dong, 2009). Such performances of Yellow Power and participation in Third
World coalitions constituted modes through which Chinese Americans and other Asian
Americans came to be recognized as political subjects. This illustrates how Chinese American
subjectivation was not given but was actively produced through political performance and
collective struggle.

However, Chinese American leftist activism does not represent a unified group, or even a
majority within Chinese American communities. This internal diversity became especially
evident in debates surrounding a 2016 article discussing the legacy of leftist movements in New
York’s Chinatown. Chao’s (2016) article praises I Wor Kuen (IWK)’s contribution to the
establishment of a community health center, which may have inadvertently led readers to assume
a direct connection between IWK—a Chinese American Maoist group based in New York—and
the founding of the health center. Chang, a former member of IWK, stated in the interview that
their notions behind their community activism: “We believed U.S. imperialism was a criminal
system that conducted a genocidal war in Vietnam and maintained an oppressive racial caste
system at home. We believed it was irredeemable and the ‘system’ had to be overthrown” (as

cited in Chao, 2016).
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However, Regina Lee, co-founder of the Charles B. Wang Community Health Center,
issued a strong response to Chao’s (2016) article, seeking to clarify any potential
misunderstanding about associating the founding of the health center with IWK. Lee’s statement
reflects her concern about mischaracterizing the clinic as a left-wing establishment. She writes:

During the early ‘70s, several Marxist Leninist groups such as IWK, October League and

the Communist Party USA had a small presence in Chinatown. I remember that many

people in the community were wary about these groups because of the sharp divisions in

Chinatown over US-China relations. The divisions were frequently along generational

lines. The health clinic leadership was very careful to steer clear of any organizational

relationships/affiliations with IWK and other radical groups out of concern that

volunteers and patients would be turned off. (as cited in Chao, 2016)

These conversations about the role of leftist movements in the Chinese American
community show that political gestures were not inherently associated with so-called identities.
The politics of Chinatown must be studied in their full complexity, within the context of various
social and historical conditions. Later chapters of the current dissertation will further examine
this topic through research on the New York Chinatown History Project and Museum of Chinese
in America, attending to the multiple and at times conflicting political projects that have shaped
Chinese American community formation.

AsianCrit and Its Strategic Essentialism

Asian Critical Race Theory (AsianCrit) emerged alongside the invention of Asian
American identity. As a branch of Critical Race Theory (CRT), AsianCrit shares CRT’s
foundational emphasis on racial oppression in sociopolitical contexts. However, it seeks to move

beyond CRT’s Black—White racial binary paradigm by addressing the specific histories and
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needs of Asian American communities (Chang, 1993). AsianCerit, therefore, extends CRT’s
analytical framework to offer more targeted analyses of the forms of racism faced by Asian
groups.

Iftikar and Museus (2018), for example, articulate a distinct set of principles tailored to
the experiences of Asian Americans. These principles emphasize that Asian American identity
itself is constructed through processes of racialization and White supremacist ideology in U.S.
society, while also underscoring the importance of transforming Asian American experiences
into theoretical frameworks and social praxis to address the marginalization and historical
erasure of Asians in the United States. However, this position shows a theoretical contradiction:
while revealing the imposed and arbitrary construction of “Asian,” it simultaneously advocates
that Asian Americans can actively mobilize this identity as a political tool to gain power and
influence. Iftikar and Museus’ defense of this tension is that they describe their approach as
“strategic (anti)essentialism,” tracing the concept back to Spivak’s writings on strategic
essentialism (p. 941).

In her essay on subaltern consciousness, Spivak (1985/1996) identifies what she terms “a
strategic use of positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest” (p. 214). While
theoretically opposed to essentialism, this approach deliberately adopts essentialist language
temporarily for political purposes—precisely the practice manifest in AsianCrit. On one hand,
AsianCrit benefits from poststructuralist interrogations of essentialism, emphasizing that the
category “Asian American” is a politically constructed label that simplifies complex diversities.
On the other hand, AsianCrit seeks to maintain operable political agency through the strategic
retention of essentialized identity constructs. This strategic essentialism can thus be understood

as a form of compromise. The later chapters in the current dissertation further explore the
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tensions embedded in this strategy within cultural and political practices and reflect on the
possibilities for moving beyond such provisional and tactical approaches.
The Critical Turn in Museum Studies

The museum paradigm has undergone profound transformations alongside broader social
and intellectual movements in the political and ideological shifts of the late twentieth century.
What scholars have termed “critical museology” or “new museology” emerged during this
period, reflecting calls for a “radical re-examination of the role of museums within society”
(Vergo, 1989, p. 3). Unlike traditional museology, which primarily focused on objects and
collections, new museology developed as a theoretical discipline that placed museums’ social,
political, and educational functions at its core mission. As Chapter One of the current dissertation
has discussed, this moment marks the incorporation of critical gestures into existing institutional
structures. Reflecting on these critical turns, one of the aims of the current dissertation is to
undertake a genealogical study of MOCA and its predecessor, NYCHP, in order to consider the
possibilities of museum education post these critical shifts.

This critical turn in museum studies has been notably influenced by Foucault’s concept of
power—knowledge relations. Drawing on Foucault’s insight that power and knowledge are
inseparable, scholars of new museology analyze museums as institutions of modern social
governance. Bennett’s (1995) work explicitly applies Foucault’s analytical framework to the
political mechanisms of museums. He introduces the concept of the exhibitionary complex,
contrasting modern exhibitionary institutions with Foucault’s disciplinary apparatuses such as
prisons and asylums. According to Bennett, these institutions “reversed the orientations of the
disciplinary apparatuses in seeking to render the forces and principles of order visible to the

populace” (p. 62). While prisons govern through surveillance and concealment, museums govern
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by making social and state order visible to the public, allowing visitors to witness how power
operates, thereby internalizing norms and engaging in self-regulation.

More specifically, museums and exhibitions construct grand narratives of scientific and
social progress, inviting visitors to see themselves as part of a coherent, orderly world and to
adopt its values as their own. This new technology of power is exercised not through “its ability
to inflict pain,” but through “the ability to organize and co-ordinate an order of things and to
produce a place for the people in relation to that order” (Bennett, 1995, p. 67). Museums thus
function not merely as sites of display but as educational spaces, cultivating a self-regulating
citizenry aligned with the normative frameworks of the modern state.

Extending Foucault’s analytical framework, postcolonial perspectives in museum studies
foreground how museums operate as sites where power and knowledge are shaped by colonial
legacies. Said (1978) offers a pioneering study on how Western representations of the “Orient”
constructed it as exotic, backward, and inferior, thereby legitimizing colonial domination. He
explicitly acknowledges Foucault’s influence on his analytical approach. The application of
postcolonial theory builds on Foucault’s concern with how knowledge and social norms are
constituted through discourse and institutional practices, directly targeting the colonial residues
embedded in museum collections, exhibitions, and organizational structures.

Hooper-Greenhill (1992/2003), in her analysis of the museum as a site for the shaping of
knowledge and power, highlights how museums reflect the conqueror’s reallocation of the
conquered’s artworks, revealing the links between exhibition systems, imperialism, and
colonialism. Many traditional Western museums are products of colonial exploration and
conquest. As Hooper-Greenhill (2007) observes, “Indigenous peoples from the colonies and

empire were rarely seen in Britain. Their artefacts, however, were exhibited within museums and
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helped to produce specific attitudes and perceptions towards them through processes of
‘Othering’” (p. 369). This underscores how museum practices not only reflect but actively
produce colonial ways of seeing and knowing, shaping public perceptions. Thus, a key insight of
new museology is that interpretive frameworks in anthropology, natural history, and art
history—often presented as objective and neutral—have historically encoded colonial biases,
portraying Europe as the pinnacle of civilization while constructing non-European peoples as
primitive.

The critical perspectives developed within museum studies have profoundly shaped
contemporary museum practices. The current dissertation not only builds on these critiques but
also examines how critical museum discourses themselves participate in the formation of
subjectivities, becoming entangled with power—knowledge structures and contributing to the
establishment of new norms and regulatory frameworks.

The Paradigmatic Tensions in Museums

From the perspective of new museology, museum scholars and practitioners have aimed
to rethink how museums produce knowledge and engage with visitors, reimagining museum
education as a potential tool for social transformation. Hooper-Greenhill (2007) argues that the
“subject” assumed by traditional museums renders women, non-Western peoples, the
uneducated, and racialized others as external or invisible. Critiques of prior museology disrupt
the myth of the museum as a neutral container of objective knowledge, redefining it as a
platform for social debate, civic engagement, and political activism.

Accordingly, the educational philosophy of new museology emerged from critiques of
past models. The idea that visitors should learn a fixed, institutionally sanctioned body of

knowledge is replaced by a learner-centered approach in which meaning is actively constructed
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based on personal background and experience. Following Lyotard’s (1979/1984) concept of
postmodernity marked by a crisis in knowledge and politics caused by the collapse of grand,
universal narratives, Hooper-Greenhill (2007) proposes that museum education in postmodernity
should explicitly question absolute truths and totalizing narratives. The emerging mission
becomes to affirm the legitimacy of multiple, open-ended identities, enabling visitors to actively
and autonomously construct their own subjectivities within the museum space (p. 372).

While new museology positions itself as a critical response to the traditional museum
model, its critiques and practices embed paradigmatic tensions. Despite its “post-" ideology that
seeks to reject totalizing discourses, museums remain at risk of reverting to Gramscian cultural
hegemony. Gramsci (1971) suggests that dominant social groups maintain power not only
through coercion but also by securing people’s consent to their cultural and ideological
leadership. By rejecting “old” museology, new museology does not fully escape hegemonic
structures but instead constructs alternative frameworks of dominant social imagination and
discourse: one form of cultural hegemony is replaced by another, establishing new norms and
social imaginaries in place of the old. From a Foucauldian perspective on the microphysics of
power, power is neither centralized nor does it allow for absolute external resistance or
replacement. Attempts to use new ideologies to replace old ones obscure the more dispersed
forms of governance and micro-power operating within and around museums themselves.

Moreover, although the theoretical dimension of new museology draws heavily on
poststructuralist insights, the translation into practice within the museum space—particularly in
terms of how visitors can actively engage in their own meaning-making—often does not reach
the “post-" paradigm. Specifically, visitor-centered practices in museum education frequently

default to constructivist pedagogical models. Hein (2006), for instance, advocates for
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constructivist exhibition design, arguing that museums should serve as sites for visitor-driven
meaning-making rather than unilateral knowledge transmission. Falk and Dierking’s (2013/2016)
Contextual Model of Learning identifies personal, sociocultural, and environmental factors as
key variables shaping learning outcomes. Building on these ideas, Simon (2010) formulates the
participatory museum through the principles of “create, share, and connect,” positioning visitors
as active co-creators and social participants rather than passive recipients. While theorists have
critiqued traditional museology with “post-" tools, these strategies of centering visitors in their
own museum experiences appear to return to Dewey’s (1938/1997) conception of “learning as
experience,” emphasizing experiential, interactive, and self-directed educational processes.

Thus, the paradigmatic contradiction within new museology exists in the following form:
on the one hand, it inherits poststructuralist skepticism toward stable subjects and authoritative
knowledge systems; on the other hand, it operationalizes reforms through constructivist
educational frameworks that necessarily rely on the inherent autonomy of the active, self-
governing subject that poststructuralism sought to deconstruct. This contradiction within new
museology conceptually resonates with the strategic essentialism discussed in the preceding
subsection on AsianCrit. Both frameworks emphasize, at the theoretical level, the non-
essentialist and socially constructed nature of identity, subjectivity, and knowledge. Yet, in
practice, both still rely on the provisional adoption of stable subject positions or collective
identities in order to advance political, educational, or social reform agendas.

This tension sets the stage for the concerns of the current dissertation. Building on the
paradigmatic contradictions of new museology, the following chapters turns to the
NYCHP/MOCA as a research site to map the subject formation of Chinese immigrants and

Chinese Americans within broader currents of identity-based politics. They engage directly with
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the tensions embedded in existing institutions, while also considering how a poststructuralist
perspective may open new possibilities for reimagining the museum, its associated educational

practices, and the politics of subjectivity.
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Chapter 3: Research Approach and Materials

This chapter outlines the research approach and materials used in the current dissertation.
It begins by examining, from a “post-" perspective, how Foucault’s genealogy can function as a
non-traditional research approach. It then turns to Deleuze’s interpretation of Foucault’s history
as cartography—the practice of mapping—which operates within the genealogical mode of
writing. Building on this, the chapter engages with Deleuze’s concept of the fold to elaborate a
topological approach that potentially bridges Foucault’s ethics with Deleuzian ontology. The
chapter concludes with a detailed account of the research materials employed in the current
dissertation.
Genealogy as a Post-Method

Foucauldian research is often situated within the broader family of “post” approaches that
deliberately break from the foundational assumptions of traditional inquiry. Unlike conventional
research, the genealogical method remains open-ended and does not conform to qualitative
protocols or positivist notions of method. Genealogical research does not begin with a rigid,
predetermined set of procedures. As such, genealogy has been described as an “anti-method”
(Shiner, 1982, p. 383), emphasizing its departure from standardized research designs.

This post-method approach directly supports the research questions outlined in Chapter
One. In these “post” approaches, there is typically no pre-existing or formalized research process
to follow. St. Pierre (2014) notes that “there’s no recipe, no textbook that explains, step-by-step,
how to ‘do’ a Foucauldian power-knowledge reading or genealogy” (p. 10). The absence of a
fixed procedure does not imply a lack of research design; rather, genealogical analysis takes
shape through the very content it investigates. Its methodological approach is conditioned by

specific historical contexts and research questions, allowing content to actively shape its design.
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By refusing predetermined procedures, genealogy enables an analysis of how the visibilities and
statements that constitute Chinese immigrant and Chinese American subjectivities emerged
within historically specific conditions of possibility and broader political forces. This departure
from standardization also provides a framework for considering how subjectivation might extend
beyond fixed identity categories, treating it as an ongoing and open project.

A trait of traditional qualitative methodology is its frequent treatment of language as
representational, thereby assuming conclusions can be derived from textual and verbal data. Yet,
genealogists fully aware that what counts as “data” is itself produced through power relations. In
Foucault’s framework, discourse analysis is not about languages themselves but about the field
where discursive and non-discursive practices circulate. As Graham (2011) describes, it is an
exercise in explicating the “discursive frame around a particular position,” showing how specific
worldviews and associated practices are produced (p. 667). This perspective underscores that
discourse is both productive and embedded—not a detached linguistic phenomenon, but various
formations of conditions. This view is crucial because it allows materials acquired from the
NYCHP/MOCA archive to be considered not as neutral pieces of “data,” but as part of a
formation that both emerges from and continues to help constitute social reality.

The current research engages both the discursive and non-discursive dimensions of the
NYCHP/MOCA archives. Here, the term “discursive” designates language, texts, and narratives,
whereas “non-discursive” encompasses material practices, institutions, architectures, and events
that, while not textual, remain deeply entangled with discourse. As Foucault (1973/1982)
illustrates in This Is Not a Pipe, images and words are neither translations nor mirror reflections
of one another. They belong to distinct expressive systems—visual and linguistic—that refer to

each other while maintaining an irreducible difference. This analysis challenges the traditional
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assumption that language represents the world or that images reproduce objects. The visible and
the articulable dimensions in Foucault’s work are entangled in a dynamic relation, continuously
overlapping, interfering with, and contesting each other’s boundaries and effects.

The current research does not attempt to reach for some truths about Chinese immigrant
and Chinese American subjectivity. In fact, a genealogical study explicitly avoids producing a
totalizing account. Genealogy does not replace orthodox history but rather exists in its shadow as
an alternative. Prado (2000) describes genealogy as “guerrilla history”: a mode that does not
merely unearth information and add to history but disrupts thought. Its guerrilla character
distinguishes it from a total war in which one history replaces another; instead, it enacts
continuous contestations against established systems of thought, without ever reaching a final
resolution. The current research, therefore, is not about confirming any essence of Chinese
identity or producing an objective account of Chinese American history. It is about
problematizing what has been taken for granted as “history” or “identity” by mapping the
contingent processes through which certain narratives and subject formations have emerged.

While genealogical research does not provide direct prescriptions on what policies to
adopt or how to reform institutions, it remains highly relevant to political realities. Lichtenstein
(2022) observes that genealogy, even without offering normative conclusions, can enable action
for those who engage with its insights (p. 13). Similarly, Lorenzini (2024) argues that genealogy
is not only about problematizing the present but also about opening up possibilities for the future,
particularly regarding how individuals might break free from imposed identities and
expectations. In the context of the current dissertation, this means problematizing how certain

identities were constructed and exploring how one might escape such limits to live differently
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moving forward. As Rajchman (2000) states, the challenge is “how to conceive of our ethos—
our ‘modes of being’—in a manner no longer based on identity” (p. 92).
Writing as the Mapping of Power

Writing itself is a method of inquiry (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2018). Deleuze
(1986/2006) offers a triple definition of writing: “to write is to struggle and resist; to write is to
become; to write is to draw a map” (p. 44). The first aspect, “to write is to struggle and resist,”
emphasizes that writing is an active intervention within power relations, generating new modes
of expression. When genealogical approaches are employed as modes of writing, they operate
both as a refusal of conventional social scientific norms and as a problematization of established
social power structures.

The second dimension, “to write is to become,” draws on the Deleuzian concept of
becoming, as reviewed in Chapter Two. Writing, in this sense, does not represent the speaking of
a pre-existing, completed self or subjectivity; rather, it involves a continuous process of
detaching from fixed identities and boundaries. Writing becomes a dynamic unfolding and
refolding of one’s own thought.

The third definition, “to write is to draw a map,” emphasizes that to analyze power
historically is to construct “a map of relations between forces, a map of destiny, or intensity”
(Deleuze, 1986/2006, p. 36). Deleuze suggests that the Foucauldian writing of history is this kind
of cartography: a practice of mapping relations of force. A key element of this cartographic
practice is Foucault’s concept of the “diagram,” which Deleuze describes as an abstract map of
forces—a configuration that displays the relations among forces constituting power under

specific conditions (p. 34). One example of such a diagram appears in Foucault’s (1975/1995)
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analysis of Bentham’s panopticon prison design, which operates as an abstract model of
surveillance and discipline.

From Deleuze’s perspective, Foucault’s historical investigations can thus be seen as a
mode of map-making. Through this process, the Foucauldian cartographer maps how power
operates through both discursive and non-discursive elements. Crucially, however, these
diagrams do not function as metaphysical or totalizing models of power. Although they abstract
configurations of power relations, such configurations always operate within historically and
locally specific contexts. In other words, Foucauldian cartography does not aim to produce a
grand representational schema of power relations but rather generates partial, situated mappings.

As St. Pierre (2024) argues, poststructural and postfoundational research challenge
foundational epistemology—the idea that research must be built on a base of truth—by
demonstrating that beings are “always different and changing” (p. xxii). Poststructuralism
assumes no eternal truths or stable structures underlying history; instead, everything exists on a
plane of immanence, within the continuous process of becoming that underlies all things.

Cartography, in Deleuze’s terms, refers to a strategic practice of situating oneself within
dynamic fields of force—mapping power relations and drawing contingent maps. Topology, as
expressed through his concept of the fold, describes the continuous deformation and
transformation of these very fields. In the following sections, this study demonstrates how
Foucauldian genealogy can be extended through Deleuzian topology, producing cartographies
that map relations of power and intensity.

A Topological Approach to Subjectivation
The current research uses Deleuze’s concept of the fold to develop a topological

approach to Foucault’s account of subjectivation. As Foucault (1982) asserts, “we have to
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promote new forms of subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of individuality which has
been imposed on us for several centuries” (p. 785). In his later work, Foucault (1984/1986,
1984/1990d) shifts emphasis from how power—knowledge relations shape the subject to
exploring how individuals constitute themselves as subjects through practice. Drawing on
practices of self-formation in the classical era, Foucault suggests that one ought to stylize one’s
life as a work of art. This idea seemingly implies a capacity for autonomous self-formation: both
The Use of Pleasure and The Care of the Self outline a path of subjectivation through ethical
practices (Foucault, 1984/1986, 1984/1990d).

Yet in Confessions of the Flesh, Foucault (2018/2021) demonstrates how Christian
confessional practices produce subjectivity through the internalization of external norms and
continuous self-monitoring. Confession structures subjectivity around the imperative to speak
oneself in accordance with power—knowledge regimes. From this perspective, the subject
produced through confessional mechanisms remains shaped and governed by power relations.

This raises a theoretical dilemma within Foucault’s power—knowledge framework: if
knowledge is always intertwined with power, how can individuals engage in a process of
subjectivation that is not wholly determined by pre-existing structures of power and knowledge?
Critics of Foucault have frequently underscored the risk that his framework could lead to the
dissolution of subjectivity. Habermas (1985/1987), for instance, accuses Foucault of absorbing
knowledge entirely into the network of power, thereby “giv[ing] up the autonomy of the forms of
knowledge” (p. 268). Habermas argues that such a position leads to a self-referential dilemma: if
all knowledge is merely an effect of power, then “the entire undertaking of a critical unmasking

of the human sciences would lose its point” (p. 279). In other words, if the subject can never
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exercise itself outside power mechanisms, subjectivation would remain permanently trapped
within disciplinary structures.

Deleuze (1986/2006) directly engages with this dilemma, first acknowledging the
impasse of subjectivity under Foucault’s power—knowledge perspective. He asks:

“If power is constitutive of truth, how can we conceive of a ‘power of truth’ which would

no longer be the truth of power, a truth that would release transversal lines of resistance

and not integral lines of power? How can we ‘cross the line’? And, if we must attain a

life that is the power of the outside, what tells us that this outside is not a terrifying void

and that this life, which seems to put up a resistance, is not just the simple distribution

within the void of ‘slow, partial and progressive’ deaths?” (pp. 94-95)

In other words, if all forms of resistance are necessarily inscribed within mechanisms of
power, the subject would appear to lack any position from which to escape power’s grasp.

Deleuze (1986/2006), however, offers a response to this dilemma by interpreting
Foucault’s later writings, identifying the emergence of a third dimension alongside power—
knowledge relations: “the relation to oneself” (p. 101). This relation constitutes an irreducible
dimension not fully captured by power or knowledge. It suggests that subjectivation may involve
forms of creative self-production that exceed the mere internalization of existing power—
knowledge configurations.

Here is where the topological perspective becomes crucial. Deleuze (1986/2006)
introduces the concept of the fold to describe how the three dimensions of power, knowledge,
and self continuously interact. Rather than viewing subjectivation as a direct product of power,
Deleuze conceptualizes it as a generative process: it emerges from power—knowledge relations

but is not entirely determined by them. In this model, the relation to oneself is shaped through a
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folding movement: external forces of power and knowledge fold inward, becoming internalized
as self-relation. Within the subject, these forces unfold, configuring one’s relation to the self.
This internal self-relation, in turn, produces new forms of knowledge, which are then
reintegrated into the broader power—knowledge system. Once reintegrated, these external forces
fold inward again, repeating the cycle. From the perspective of the fold, subjectivation is not a
fixed state but a continuous process of folding, unfolding, and refolding—a perpetually shifting

surface of becoming (Figure 4).'6

Figure 4. A topological figure of subjectivation [Charcoal on paper, 9 x 12 in.]. From the author,

2025.

16 The figure of the Klein bottle resonates with Deleuze’s topological perspective of subjectivation. Unlike
an ordinary container with a clear inside and outside, the Klein bottle in mathematical topology is a surface where
the inside folds into the outside without boundary or separation. There is no point where the interior decisively
distinguish from exterior. The surface continuously turns back on itself.

69



This topological interpretation of subjectivation bridges the dialogue between Deleuzian
philosophy and Foucault’s late works on ethics. Deleuze’s concept of the fold offers a generative
mechanism through which subjectivation can be an open-ended, continuous process. This
approach extends genealogical inquiry into power—knowledge relations by directing it toward the
topological dynamics of subjectivation as shaped through the fold.

At the same time, an ontological difference between Foucault’s and Deleuze’s
philosophies regarding the subject must be noted. Foucault’s late writings on the self-focus on
how the subject responds to power and engages in self-transformation through ethical practices.
In contrast, Deleuze’s notion of the fold explores how differences and continuities of intensity
are generated without presupposing a subject at all. While Foucault’s account of subjectivation
retains a place for the subject as an agent of self-transformation, Deleuze goes further: in his
philosophy, the subject is eliminated as a fixed center and instead becomes a provisional
intersection of multiple fields of force—a contingent interface that is continuously folded,
unfolded, and refolded. This distinction suggests that the topological turn potentially opens new
ontological possibilities for Foucauldian ethical projects, reframing them beyond the subject-
centered paradigm toward a dynamic configuration of forces.

Research Context and Materials

The majority of the current dissertation draws on materials collected from the New York
Chinatown History Project (NYCHP) and the Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA). These
materials include archival records, oral histories, and exhibitions. They are not treated as neutral
data or empirical evidence. Within the post-method the current dissertation employs, such

materials are taken up as folds in which power, discourse, and subjectivity intersect contingently.
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The sites of the NYCHP and MOCA, likewise, serve as surfaces where the topological dynamics
of subjectivation can be explored.

The NYCHP was established in 1980 as a grassroots community history research
organization in Manhattan’s Chinatown, New York. It later developed into a museum, renamed
the Chinatown History Museum in 1990, and eventually adopted its current name, MOCA. The
current dissertation examines a series of projects spanning from the NYCHP’s founding in the
late 1970s to its present-day operations, treating the NYCHP and MOCA as a continuous
research site that has operated under different names over time.

The current dissertation primarily focuses on three projects of the NYCHP/MOCA. The
first is the NYCHP’s Eight Pound Livelihood project in the 1980s, which consists of oral
histories and exhibitions about Chinese laundry workers in the United States, addressing the
social isolation experienced by workers in this common occupation for Chinese immigrants from
the late 19th century through the mid-20th century. As part of the dissertation’s approach, Siu’s
(1953/1987) earlier study on Chinese laundry workers as sojourners—a significant reference for
the Eight Pound Livelihood project—is juxtaposed with the NYCHP’s research.

The second project is an oral history initiative titled Fold: Golden Venture Paper
Sculptures, conducted by the MOCA in 2017. In this project, MOCA staff collected oral histories
and curated an exhibition related to the Golden Venture incident, a 1993 case in which a ship
carrying undocumented Chinese migrants ran aground in New York, resulting in the long-term
detention of its passengers and political debates over whether they should be recognized as
asylum seekers. The MOCA gathered oral histories from activists involved in the Golden
Venture affair, alongside displays of the intricate paper sculptures that some migrants created

while in detention.
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The third project is MOCA’s ongoing exhibition Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of
China, which began in April 2025 and is expected to end in March 2026. Held at MOCA’s
museum space in Manhattan’s Chinatown, the exhibition features large-format maps printed in
19th-century China, as well as an interpretive installation within the exhibition. In addition to
these three major projects, the current dissertation also draws on NYCHP/MOCA archival
materials from numerous smaller projects, along with internal correspondence and documents. It
further incorporates broader social forces beyond the NYCHP/MOCA—such as contemporary
policies and political affairs related to the Chinese experience in the United States—into its
discussion of subjectivation.

Based on their sources and formats, the materials in the current research are divided into
four groups. Yet these groups are not approached as fixed categories that impose an ordering of
knowledge. Rather, once taken up in later chapters, they operate as fluid clusters, which function
as provisional gatherings. The first group consists of both textual and non-textual archival
materials collected in person from MOCA’s Collections and Research Center, located at 3
Howard Street, New York City. These paper-based materials were photographed and used with
the permission of the museum and include documentation of the NYCHP’s founding, the Eight
Pound Livelihood project, and numerous other major and minor initiatives from across the
organization’s history. Formats include conceptual outlines, newsletters, brochures, oral
interview manuscripts, press releases, correspondence, internal memos, project proposals,
leaflets, exhibition catalogs, presentation transcripts, reports, directories, and related documents.
These archival materials span from 1979 to 1990, with some items undated. All in-person
research was formally requested and approved by MOCA'’s Collections and Research Center. In

total, 59 archival items were consulted, amounting to 552 pages of material.
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The second group includes Paul Siu’s (1953/1987) The Chinese Laundryman: A Study of
Social Isolation, based on the published version of his 1953 doctoral dissertation, which was
published with the editorial assistance of NYCHP’s co-founder Jack Tchen during the 1980s.
This 311-page book, consisting of 18 chapters, contains rich first-hand sources such as in-depth
ethnographic observations of the lives and labor of Chinese laundry workers in Chicago during
the 1930s and 1950s. It also incorporates detailed oral history interviews conducted by Siu, as
well as written correspondence from laundry workers. This text provides a foundational
historical framework for understanding Siu’s early representations of Chinese immigrant labor.

The third group comprises oral history audio and video recordings from MOCA’s
publicly accessible Oral History Archive Projects section on its website. These recordings are
grouped into three themes. The first theme includes six audio interviews with Jack Tchen and
Charlie Lai, co-founders of the NYCHP, conducted by MOCA in 2012. These interviews,
totaling 18 hours, 5 minutes, and 24 seconds, offer personal reflections on the founding and
operations of the NYCHP. The second theme contains four audio recordings of interviews with
Chinatown residents conducted between 1984 and 1993, in which participants discuss their past
experiences in China and reflect on social issues in the United States. These interviews total 7
hours, 40 minutes, and 8 seconds. The third theme consists of ten video interviews with former
journalists, attorneys, and community advocates involved in the Golden Venture case concerning
detained Chinese immigrants. Conducted around 2017, these interviews explore participants’
roles and memories surrounding the incident. The videos total 5 hours, 31 minutes, and 11
seconds. All materials collected in person from MOCA’s Collections and Research Center, as
well as from the publicly accessible Oral History Archive Projects section of its website, are

listed (see Appendix B).
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The fourth group comprises in-person experiences within the museum, particularly the
visit to the Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China exhibition. In later chapters, these four
groups of materials are not treated as descriptive records of what they directly state or display.
Instead, they are taken up as sites for mapping the contingent processes of subjectivation. A
topological reading of these materials demonstrates how Chinese immigrant and Chinese
American subjectivity has been continuously folded and refolded. This perspective then enables

a critical revisiting of leftist politics and reimagines subjectivation beyond classificatory regimes.
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Chapter 4: Folds of Chinese Immigration and Chinese American Subjectivity

This chapter focuses on three projects undertaken by the New York Chinatown History
Project (NYCHP) and the Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA): NYCHP’s 1980s oral
history project Eight Pound Livelihood on Chinese laundry workers, MOCA’s 2017 exhibition
and oral history initiative FOLD: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures on the 1993 Golden Venture
incident, and MOCA’s 2025-2026 exhibition Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China on early
nineteenth-century Chinese maps. By taking the topological approach of genealogical research,
this chapter approaches these projects as sites where forces fold and refold upon the surfaces of
subjectivation, mapping the contingent processes through which Chinese immigrant and Chinese
American subjectivity has been configured and reconfigured beyond linear narratives of
assimilation or oppression.

Eight Pound Livelihood

This section examines how Chinese laundry workers function as a site of subject
formation within power—knowledge regimes. In Siu’s (1953/1987) study, conducted in the 1940s
and 1950s under the lingering shadow of the Chinese Exclusion Act, laundry workers are
constituted as “sojourners”: self-isolating foreign laborers. Decades later, the NYCHP revisited
and expanded upon Siu’s analysis through its research initiative Eight Pound Livelihood—named
after the heavy eight-pound flatirons once used daily by laundry workers—which centered oral
histories and archival work around the lived experiences of Chinese laundry workers (MOCA,
n.d.-c). As shown in the following pages, this project enabled the articulation of a new oppressed
subjectivity for Chinese laundry workers. The main argument of this section is that this
transformation in visibilities and statements marks a shift from voluntaristic accounts of the

sojourner-subject to a structural reading of racism and systemic oppression. It exemplifies how
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subjectivities emerge not from innate identities but through successive foldings across historical
strata.
A Shift in Visibility and Statements

In Siu’s (1953/1987) sojourner discourse, the marginalized status of Chinese immigrants
is explained through their own intentions and cultural tendencies. According to Siu, Chinese
laundry workers isolate themselves because they remain culturally attached to Chinese society
while distancing themselves from the U.S. society in which they reside.!” The cause of their
exclusion is thus framed as internal: they supposedly prefer to remain aliens in the United States
because they cling to their Chinese roots and resist adopting American values. Siu further argues
that the primary motivation for sojourners is to earn enough money to eventually return to China
for retirement with financial security. His sojourner rationale reduces migration to an
economically motivated trajectory of voluntary departure, temporary residence, and eventual
return.

Nearly three decades later, the NYCHP, founded in 1980, reinterprets the same historical
figure of Chinese laundry workers. Drawing on years of oral history research among older
generations of laundry workers in Chinatown, and while referring to Siu’s study as an important
reference, the NYCHP reframes Chinese laundry workers not as voluntary self-isolators but as
subjects who suffered under oppression. In their view, the marginalized status of these
immigrants is imposed upon them by exclusionary laws and societal racism, rather than being a

condition they actively desire or choose for cultural reasons. While acknowledging Siu’s

17 Siu (1953/1987) argues that the “sojourner” represents a type of deviant in society: “The sojourner clings
to the cultural heritage of his own ethnic group in spite of many years of residence abroad” (p. 4). He compares the
marginalized status of the “sojourner” with Park’s (1928) concept of the “marginal man,” another type of deviant,
and argues that “the essential difference between the marginal man and the sojourner is the fact that the former tends
to seek status in the society of the dominant group while the latter does not” (Siu, 1953/1987, p. 294). This willful
sense of distance from American society is thus a key characteristic of the sojourner as conceptualized by Siu.
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contributions, the NYCHP historians depart from his implication that Chinese immigrants remain
on the social margins due to their own wills. From the perspective of oppression, reducing
Chinese laundry workers to sojourners obscures the structural exclusions and racial disciplining
that govern their bodies.

The NYCHP’s discourse around Chinese laundry workers represents an oppression-
centered history of Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans: laundry workers are depicted as
victims of discrimination while continuing to survive and thrive.'® Such a reframing reflects the
changed intellectual climate of the last half of the 20" century, and in this case the 1980s, when
the NYCHP was active and concepts like institutional racism, systemic oppression, and minority
rights had entered historical analysis, providing tools to reinterpret subjugated knowledge.

The oral histories collected by the NYCHP repeat many of the same descriptors found in
Siu’s study: endless laundry work, extremely long hours, physical strain, and loneliness. For
instance:

I had no idea that the work pace in Gold Mountain was so fast. I was scared stiff. ... You

had to handle everything in the laundry store. You washed, sorted, and marked the soiled

clothes. One day you washed, the next day you ironed. ... Everyday I worked until two or
three o’clock in the early morning. ... Before dawn, at six in the morning, the alarm clock
would ring to hurry me out of bed. If I didn’t get up early enough, I wouldn’t be able to
finish the day’s wash. When I struggled trying to get up, my head was so dizzy, spinning
around ... as if [ hadn’t slept once during those few months. It felt like I had just gone to

sleep and the alarm clock would wake me up right away. I had only three hours of sleep

13 In the NYCHP’s (ca. 1983) brochure for the Eight Pound Livelihood exhibit, it notes that the stories of
Chinese laundry workers in North America recount “the constant, sometimes violent, discrimination they faced, and
of their heroic resistance,” and that “most important of all, this history tells us the valuable lesson of how our
ancestors have not only survived, but survived with dignity” (p. 1).
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everyday. I told myself, “Hell, the way this is going, I’ll die for sure.” ... Dad would

scream at me for that. “Everybody’s doing this. Are they dying from it? You think only

you will die from this? You think this line of work is meant for someone else and not

you?” (Leung, 1985, pp. 31-33)"°

Yet the interpretation of these conditions shifts. Whereas Siu frames such hardship as a
byproduct of migrants’ economic focus and self-imposed isolation, the NYCHP places the
critique on U.S. society.?? It is not that laundry workers are inherently suited to suffering or
unwilling to pursue other work, but that social oppressions force them into these grinding jobs.
Both Siu and the NYCHP recognize that making money is a key immigrant motivation, but they
interpret it differently. Siu depicts immigrants as single-minded fortune-seekers whose primary
loyalty lies in their financial goals. NYCHP historians, however, hold that if Chinese laundry
workers live in isolation and focus solely on surviving economically, it is largely because laws
and social attitudes leave them no other choice.?! Marginalization, in this vein, is externally
imposed. Chinese immigrants are kept at the margins by law and by prejudice. Laundry workers

do not choose to be outsiders—they are made outsiders.

19 This excerpt is from Leung’s (1985) oral history, recalling his first job in a laundry after arriving in the
United States in 1937. At that time, he worked with his father in a Chicago laundry owned by his uncle’s son.

20 Looking at the works of early NYCHP members, it is evident that their perspectives engaged broadly
with critiques of U.S. social structures. For instance, Dao (1979) critiques American capitalism, arguing that the
economic struggles of the Chinese working class were not due to their “lack of industriousness” but rather the
“limit-situation” of American capitalism (p. 3). Similarly, Tchen (1979b) challenges the presumed democratizing
role of education, contending that U.S. schools function less as “a democratizing influence” than as institutions that
“socialize and assimilate diverse kinds of people and train them to maintain capitalist social institutions” (p. 7).

2! These standpoints are evident in the Eight Pound Livelihood historical materials, which emphasize that it
was the social conditions constraining Chinese laundry workers that placed them in highly passive positions. For
instance, Luk’s (1985) article on the NYCHP’s Bu Gao Ban highlights the discriminatory laws that shaped the living
conditions of Chinese immigrant laborers. Similarly, Leung’s (1985) oral history recounts the hardships he endured,
showing that his struggles cannot be understood merely as personal choices or individual shortcomings, but rather as
part of the broader structural difficulties faced by Chinese immigrants in striving for the American Dream during the
era of exclusion. In this framing, their limitations were not the result of willful choices but were imposed by
oppressive forces.
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In sum, the NYCHP’s work recontextualizes the experiences documented by Siu as
products of historical injustices rather than inherent traits of the Chinese. Their interpretation of
obstacles in laundry workers’ personal lives leans toward external conditions such as racism and
legal exclusion, in contrast to Siu’s heavy emphasis on internal conditions such as ethnocentrism
and in-group tendencies within Chinese communities. The differences between Siu’s and the
NYCHP’s narratives highlight how historical “truths” about Chinatown are constructed under
different regimes of power—knowledge relations. Both discourses describe similar experiences of
laundry workers, yet their explanations and emphases diverge widely. The contrast does not arise
from new factual discoveries by the NYCHP’s oral history work in the 1980s, but from an
epistemic rupture enabled by different historical conditions. The NYCHP’s oral history work
participates in a new regime of visibilities and statements, allowing interpretations that were
previously unintelligible and unspeakable within the epistemic formation in which Siu was
situated. The following subsections elaborate in detail on the formation of these shifts.

A Break in the Assimilative Narrative

The concept of the sojourner must be situated within the academic contexts that shape its
formulation. Siu’s research on Chinese laundry workers develops during his doctoral work at the
University of Chicago. Siu himself is the son of a Chinese laundry worker. As Eilbaum (2022)
observes, even though Siu’s cultural background brings him close to his subjects,?? the
institutional expectations of his sociological training shape what becomes visible in his work and
what can be narrated to his readers. The visibilities and statements produced in Siu’s work are
conditioned not simply by the objects under his ethnographic investigation, but by the regime

that enables what can appear as an object of knowledge in the first place.

22 Siu’s father was a Chinese laundry worker in the United States.
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Siu is thoroughly trained within the Chicago School of Sociology’s methodological
paradigm. He emphasizes constructing “ideal types” and understanding empirical cases as
deviations from those models (Siu, 1953/1987, p. 7). His research style mirrors the Chicago
School’s tradition: extensive field notes, long interview transcripts, and succinct theoretical
reflections at the end of each chapter. However, despite following the methodological
conventions of the Chicago School—particularly its typological method and emphasis on field
observation—Siu’s work sits uneasily within its intellectual milieu. Drawing on Park’s (1928)
concept of the “marginal man,” a key idea in the Chicago School of sociology, Siu reinterprets
the Chinese sojourner as a distinct figure. Unlike Park’s marginal man, who seeks assimilation,
the sojourner “does not seek status in the society of the dominant group” (Siu, 1953/1987, p.
294). Park’s notion of marginal man is embedded within a metanarrative of inevitable
assimilation. Park presents the marginal man as a sociological figure produced by migration: a
subject situated between two cultures, embodying both conflict and the potential for fusion. For
Park (1928), the marginal man holds a privileged position as a site where “the changes and
fusions of culture are going on” and where “we can best study the processes of civilization and
of progress” (p. 893). In this sense, the marginal man is conceived as a bearer of modernity and a
crystallization of new cultural forms.

Siu’s formulation of the sojourner reflects a type of immigrant subject marked by
intentional detachment and cultural self-enclosure, which stands in tension with the logic of
assimilation. “The natural history of the Chinese laundryman,” Siu (1953/1987) writes, “is a
process of contact, conflict, accommodation, and isolation instead of assimilation” (p. 3). This
directly contradicts the assimilationist vision articulated by Park and Burgess (1921), who

describe assimilation as “a process of interpenetration and fusion” that happens to immigrants,
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not by them (p. 735). Within the assimilation model, migration is framed as an impersonal
ecological process. Assimilation, accordingly, is theorized as a universal outcome abstracted
from subjective desire or personal meaning. The Chicago School’s ecological model assumes a
linear process of assimilation: from contact, to competition, to accommodation, and eventual
integration (Eilbaum, 2022). By contrast, the sojourner, as a culturally conservative figure who
actively resists assimilation, stands in direct tension with the teleological vision of assimilation.
Siu’s portrayal of laundry workers emphasizes self-isolation and disengagement from the host
society, introducing a structural tension within the Chicago School’s own assimilation
framework.

Siu did not fit laundry workers into the expected trajectory of assimilation, and reveals a
lived social formation that the assimilation model lacks the vocabulary to name. The sojourner
theory remains epistemically out of place. It portrays a temporary figure—one who endures
isolation without integration and accumulates savings without belonging. The Chicago School
sociology, committed to an assimilationist framework that presumed linear incorporation, had
limited capacity to register such contradictions. It assumes a path toward integration, leaving
little room for those who deviate from that trajectory. In retrospect, the sojourner is neither a
transitional phase toward assimilation nor a failed attempt at becoming assimilated. It constitutes
an epistemic disturbance within the established framework of assimilation and challenges how
the social margins are rendered intelligible.

Immigration Law as Governance
Positioning Chinese migrant laborers as sojourners risks reinforcing the regime of truth

that frames Chinese immigrants as unassimilable and therefore to be governed through
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exclusion.? During the Exclusion era, dominant discourse constructed Chinese immigrants as
inherently unassimilable aliens, a belief that justified discriminatory policies such as the Chinese
Exclusion Act (Lee, 2002). Siu’s sojourner theory fits into this narrative and inadvertently lends
academic credibility to these stereotypes. While Siu acknowledges the oppressive elements of
U.S. society, such as exclusionary laws and racial prejudice, his formulation presents Chinese
immigrants as perpetual aliens who come to the United States solely to work and save money,
deliberately avoiding engagement in their host society and remaining emotionally attached to
their home country. By emphasizing pride in Chinese heritage and reluctance to assimilate, while
relegating structural constraints to the background, Siu’s narrative reinforces the image of
Chinese immigrants as voluntary outsiders. This image conveniently resonates with the
exclusion-era justification that the Chinese neither want nor deserve to become Americans. Such
a narrative operates as a regime of truth—the effect of power—knowledge configurations specific
to a historical moment (Foucault, 1977/1980b).

Rather than emphasizing cultural self-enclosure as Siu does, the historical narrative
produced by the NYCHP centers on the array of discriminatory laws that structured the lives of
Chinese immigrants. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 and subsequent restrictions not only
limited Chinese immigration for over sixty years but also prevented those already in the United
States from being naturalized as citizens and bringing their families. The isolation of Chinese

laundry workers is thus explained by the NYCHP as a direct outcome of racist immigration laws,

23 This limitation of the sojourner concept was recognized by the NYCHP historians. Tchen (1985), in an
article he wrote on Bu Gao Ban to introduce Paul Siu to his readers, reflects in a restrained tone:
Now the term “sojourner” is borrowed by many scholars, especially by those in the field of sociology. The
word’s common usage is a tribute to Siu’s contribution to human understanding, but it has also brought
about misuses. Some scholars have used this idea to explain anti-Chinese agitation. (They were resented
because they never intended to stay, the logic goes.) More recently, others have begun to reject this
“blaming the victim” interpretation and stated that many Chinese wanted to stay and made a life here. We
would like to encourage our readers to look at the original concept as described here and in Siu’s other
writings. His thinking is marvelously subtle and rich. I have certainly learned a great deal from him. (p. 1)
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not as a matter of cultural preference (Luk, 1985). By foregrounding how exclusionary laws
shaped the isolation of Chinese laundry workers, the NYCHP exposes that the sojourner status of
laundry workers was not chosen but imposed by the legal apparatus.

Both Siu’s theory and NYCHP’s approach engage in the production of knowledge about
migration, a process entangled with visibilities and statements. As Eakle (2024) shows in his
reading of an exhibition about migrations, migratory flows are made intelligible through the
visibilities staged in images of migrant bodies and the statements organized in museum texts and
narratives. In the particular field of Chinese immigrant labor, NYCHP’s work produces a
different set of visibilities and statements, relocating Chinese laundry workers from the domain
of cultural self-enclosure to the regime of immigration law and broader social oppressions.

The NYCHP also introduces the forms of resistance that emerged in response to these
legal conditions. Since children of U.S. citizens could still legally immigrate to the United States
during the exclusion era, it was common for Chinese migrants to purchase falsified birth
certificates as sons of American citizens and memorize fictional backstories to pass
interrogations at customs. Such immigrants were called “paper sons.”?* In the NYCHP’s
discourse, the paper sons are not cheaters but victims asserting their basic human rights to

migrate. In its discussion of paper sons, the NYCHP’s history implies an unsaid standpoint:

24 “Paper son” was a systematic practice of immigration fraud that emerged in response to the Chinese
Exclusion Act of 1882. Lee (2003) provides a detailed account of how the paper son system operated under these
restrictive exclusion laws. Although Chinese immigrants were barred from naturalization and severely restricted
from entering the United States, the legislation preserved several “exempt classes,” among which the children of
U.S. citizens could legally enter the country. This loophole created a crucial opening for immigration fraud:
applicants could gain admission by claiming to be the child of a U.S. citizen. Lee demonstrates that this strategy,
developed in direct response to exclusion, ironically expanded the scale of illegal migration. Once Chinese
immigrants fraudulently secured entry and was recognized as a U.S.-born citizen, they could claim additional
children still residing in China. These “slots” could then be sold to others, generating an ongoing cycle of fraudulent
entries. The paper son system thus illustrates the paradoxical failure of a discriminatory immigration regime that,
instead of eliminating Chinese migration, inadvertently sustained and expanded the illegality of Chinese.
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freedom of migration is a human right.?> From this perspective, breaking such immigration laws
becomes morally justified. By centering these legal and political aspects, the NYCHP’s history
transforms personal hardships into a critique of larger social forces, politicizing the isolation of
Chinese migrant labor in a way Siu does not. Lew-Williams (2021) further reinterprets Siu’s
sojourner figure as a survival strategy within what she terms “everyday illegality,” a condition of
ongoing legal precarity created by exclusionary policies. For Chinese immigrants in the United
States during the exclusion era, legal exclusion shaped their daily lives, configured subjectivities,
and generational memories. Under such constraints, their self-isolation should not be read as an
act of rejecting U.S. society, but as a response conditioned by their permanent non-assimilability.
The questioning of the immigration legal system itself challenges the very binary
between “legal” and “illegal” immigration, arguing that this distinction is nothing more than a
historically constructed instrument of governance. Foucault (1975/1995) argues that the modern
state produces governable subjectivities through knowledges such as law, medicine, and
demography. Within this framework, the distinction between “legal” and “illegal” immigrant
does not represent a self-evident category but rather constitutes a governance technology—a
classificatory regime constructed through institutional discourse. Thus, power does not function
primarily through repression, but through the production of subjectivity: through processes of

subjectivation that assign individuals a governable identity. Just as Foucault (1971/2021b)

23 NYCHP’s account of history is full of empathy toward the illegality of the paper son system. They do not
deny its illegality but phrase it in subtle ways that make readers realize it was not because Chinese were innate
frauds or outlaws, but because discrimination forced them into such practices. As Luk (1995) notes:

But the hardships they encountered were many. The restrictive immigration laws were their first problems.

If they succeeded in entering, they then had to endure the humiliation of prevailing racist attitudes... During

the Exclusion era, Chinese laborers were not permitted to immigrate into the U.S. Only merchants,

students, or children of American citizens were allowed to enter. Other Chinese usually came by adopting a

Chinese “American citizen” as “father,” using large sums of money to purchase a “birth certificate.” One

then had to learn the background of this adopted family in order to pass the interrogation by the American

immigration officials in the detention centers. (p. 2)

84



interrogates the foundational legitimacy of incarceration, the category of the “illegal immigrant”
must likewise be revisited as a questionable notion within broader systems of social control. This
topic will be further explored in the later section on Fold: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures.
The Politics of Migrant Meaning-Making

The NYCHP offers an alternative trajectory that rewrites the historical experience of
Chinese laundry workers by altering the politics of visibility and statement. As discussed in
Chapter One regarding Arnold Genthe’s photographs, the NYCHP does not discover new facts in
order to make these reconfigurations; rather, it is enabled by new conditions that became visible
and articulable by the 1980s. The NYCHP’s re-narration exemplifies what Foucault (1976/1997)
terms the “insurrection of subjugated knowledges,” shaped by the broader political conditions
reviewed in Chapter Two concerning the second half of the twentieth century (p. 7). Through
this shift, the NYCHP assembles existing discourses about laundry workers into a critical image
of oppressed subjects.

By juxtaposing Siu’s and the NYCHP’s narratives, it becomes possible to problematize
the assumption that Chinese immigrant identity is a natural given. In Siu’s (1953/1987) narrative,
the motivation of sojourners is to return home with enough savings to buy land and arrange
marriages for their children—markers of prosperity and respectability in traditional Chinese

society?®. This vision of returning China justifies all sacrifices and gives meaning to their

26 Siu (1953/1987) notes:

Whether the returned laundryman chooses to live in the village or in the city, his life-long career is working
toward a certain object and goal, that is, a better livelihood or higher social status—in the colloquial
expression of the village folks, chuo-sai-kai [zuoshijie] (accumulating wealth). In America he worked like a
slave in order to save enough to take a return trip to China. When he gets back to the village, his plan of
action seems to be defined by the community. He has to give several so-called “big affairs.” These are
usually his son’s and daughter’s marriages, erection of a house, and purchases of lands and rice fields. In
the old days, the more rice fields a family possessed, the richer it was recognized to be. The laundryman
may send money home so that his folks can do these “big affairs” on his behalf, but most likely he prefers
to attend to the business personally ... (p. 181)
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suffering abroad. Conversely, those who fail to return are seen as tragic figures. Siu gives special

attention to the “lo-wah-chao,” the Cantonese pronunciation of ““&#£47,” literally translated in

English as “old overseas Chinese.” This term refers to elderly Chinese who remain in the United
States for too long and can no longer leave.?’

Becoming a lo-wah-chao is marked as a miserable fate in sojourner theory. Siu
(1953/1987) often describes these figures as ending up with illness and poverty, relying on the
charity of fellow Chinese or surviving by collecting tips at Chinatown gambling houses. Within
the sojourner narrative, those lo-wah-chao who fail to return to China are framed as moral or
volitional failures. Siu assigns blame to the lo-wah-chao themselves, remarking that many “seem
to have personality problems. ... they are demoralized either by sex or by gambling” (p. 134).
This suggests that personal weaknesses, rather than structural forces, account for their failure to
fulfill the sojourner mission. 2 Such framing, which locates the cause of failure in personal
shortcomings rather than structural constraints, illustrates how governmentality operates through
discursive regimes: by folding cultural norms into the very constitution of the subject, making

failure appear as a personal flaw rather than a structural consequence.

27 Siu (1953/1987) elaborates and further classifies two types of lo-wah-chao: “those who have never
returned to China, and those who have returned at least once before but failed to make the last time.” He then
comments, “the former type, no doubt, must be some sort of character” (p. 132).

28 Siu (1953/1987) presents an oral interview with a “lo-wah-chao” to “reveal the causes of his fate” (p.
133). The interviewee recounts:

I did not keep my money. ... most of it went to the purses of some women ... I gambled and lost. ... then

my feet bothered me. I could no longer stand too long with my feet. [Showed feet by lifting up trousers;

might be a syphilis case.] Both are black, see. ... I have nobody back in China; they are all dead. ... Right

now I am alone, just waiting to die. ... I have a grandson in China. He is twenty-four years old now. He

sent me a picture of his a few months ago [shows picture]. (p. 133)

Following the interview, Siu comments—Iike a judge after hearing testimony:

His hopelessness makes him speak indifferently and scornfully about the common goal: the return trip to

China. He pretends that he has nobody in China but immediately produces a picture of his grandson and

shows that he does have concern for people in China and cannot forget his people at home. In his old age,

he may have thought about going back to China, but he has not written home for the last thirteen years. He

probably would not speak so indifferently if he had sent money home. (pp. 133—134)
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Sojourner theory interprets laundry workers’ endurance amid hardship as a rational
economic choice aimed at returning home. Yet this apparent rationality is itself a product of
disciplinary formations that produce migrants as forward-looking economic subjects. The life of
laundry is organized around sustaining a projected image of the future. This dynamic shows how
discipline functions through the production of meaning: the projected future of retirement acts as
a socially conditioned horizon that structures migrant subjectivity, producing self-governing
subjects who fold normative obligations into themselves to endure and sacrifice, thereby
consenting to existing social and economic orders because of the imagined reward. The figure of
the lo-wah-chao—those who deviate from the goal of returning—is marked as a failure because
they fail to conform to these normative expectations.

Such a projected future appears questionable within the NYCHP’s critical narratives.
Framing its work with the critical insight that “the American Horatio Alger Dream is all but a
mythical impossibility,” the oral histories collected by the NYCHP focus on the structural
obstacles and struggles faced by Chinese laundry workers.?® Among the oral histories recorded
by the NYCHP, one particularly detailed and prominently featured account is that of Leung
(1985), whose life trajectory as a former laundry worker serves as a counter-narrative to the

idealized promise of the American Dream.*® Leung’s oral history begins with a dramatic, even

2 Dao (1979) states:

Thus, regarding contemporary Chinese working-class people, it is essential that they understand the gradual
closing of American capitalism to the small businessman and entrepreneur, the historical evolution of a
corporate society in which the American Horatio Alger Dream is all but a mythical impossibility. From this
understanding, the Chinese working class may come to perceive their economic woes as the effect of not
their own lack of industriousness, but of a “limit-situation” which requires an innovative strategy beyond
the pulling-of-bootstrap mentality. (p. 3)

30 Leung Sin Jang (1906-1985), also known by his Chinese name Z2#i14, was one of the subjects of the
NYCHP’s oral history project on laundry workers. In the early 1980s, the NYCHP collaborated with Leung to
record his life history, spanning from his youth in China to his later years. Multiple versions of his unpublished oral
history are preserved in the Museum of Chinese in America’s Collections & Research Center, including edited

Chinese manuscripts and English translations. The current dissertation draws on the 1985 version translated by
Marlon K. Hom.
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supernatural episode. In his interview, he recalled a Chinese fortune-teller’s warning that
misfortune awaited him abroad, yet he chose to migrate with the hope of making quick money
and returning soon.?! This opening anecdote evokes the fatalistic ethos central to Chinese
fortune-telling traditions and reflects toward the literary sensibility that the NYCHP sought to
infuse into its oral history practice.

Upon arriving in New York, Leung was confronted with the brutal conditions of laundry
labor, which he eventually abandoned. His life in the U.S. spiraled into a cycle of gambling,
illness, and prolonged hardship. After decades, he remained in Chinatown and became a lo-wah-
chao. Leung’s story illustrates both the disillusionment with immigrant aspirations and the
enduring structures that entrap individuals in conditions of labor exploitation, social isolation,
and downward mobility. By shifting focus to structural conditions, the NYCHP aligns the story
of Chinese laundry workers with a broader critique of capitalist society and its false promises to
working-class immigrants.

Being a sojourner represents a linear narrative of immigration, in which success is
defined almost solely by whether one accumulates wealth and returns to China, while those who
do not return are seen as failures. Such a narrative flattens the multiplicity of subjectivation for
Chinese Americans who remain in the United States, enclosing them within a linear horizon of
either returning or failing. The critical historiography advanced by the NYCHP constitutes an
epistemic rupture in this narrative framework, displacing the sojourner narrative’s logic of return

and reconfiguring the conditions of possibility for alternative trajectories of settling and thriving.

31 “Immediately 1 went to see my buddy Lee, an expert in physiognomy, and asked him to give me a
comprehensive physiognomic evaluation. Lee said to me, ‘I don’t think you should go to America.” ‘And why not?’
I asked him. ‘America is Gold Mountain! What can go wrong?!” Lee said, ‘It’s just not good for you. It’s your fate.
You’ll be better off if you go to the southern oceans instead of the northern ones. The South Seas will be good for
you. A lot of people think you should go to the United States, but I don’t agree. With your birth sign, you can’t go to
the northern oceans.” “Well,” I told him, ‘then I’ll just go to America for a few years. When I save enough money,
I’1l go to the South Seas. How’s that?’” (Leung, 1985, p. 1)
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As reviewed in Chapter Two, Chinese immigration patterns in the post-Exclusion era during the
second half of the twentieth century changed significantly. Figures like Leung, who neither
returned to China nor achieved prosperity in the United States, are reinterpreted as agents of
historical endurance within an oppressive system, as part of the pioneering generation that laid
the groundwork for Chinese American communities.

Yet this critical revaluation, while shifting the normative frame by analyzing how
knowledge about immigrants is shaped by power, still tends to operate within a linear structure: a
more critical and progressive regime of knowledge is expected to replace the prior one. This, in
turn, risks establishing new enclosures of subjectivity. The following subsections engage a
topological lens of the fold, drawing on Deleuzian philosophy, to interpret subject formation as a
continuous process in which forces fold and unfold upon the individual as part of an ongoing and
open-ended becoming.

Folding Forces of Race and Economy

The economic oppressions experienced by Chinese laundry workers emerge in relation to
a mix of forces. A significant portion of hostility toward Chinese laborers came from workers of
other races. Boswell (1986) employs split labor market theory to explain historical
discrimination against Chinese immigrants during the exclusion era, particularly hostility from
working-class White laborers. Because Chinese workers were employed at lower wages,
employers had an economic incentive to hire them, thereby threatening the labor market position
of White workers. These laborers became active agents of exclusionary racism, advocating anti-
Chinese legislation to protect their class interests. Analyzing the anti-Chinese rhetoric of the
Workingmen’s Party, which emerged after the Great Railroad Strike of 1877, Batzell (2014)

similarly argues that anti-Chinese sentiment represented a convergence of racial discourse and
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anti-corporate politics in response to the rise of corporate capitalism. These conditions ultimately
positioned Chinese laborers within the economic niche market of the laundry business, since
laundry work was considered as undesirable by White men in the 19th century.

Nor was economic oppression imposed exclusively by White Americans onto Chinese
migrants. Labor relations within Chinatown were also shaped by intra-ethnic exploitation,
complicating any assumption that shared race guarantees solidarity. Lan (1971) analyzes the
structural exploitation in Chinatown garment factories in the 1960s and the 1970s. According to
Lan, Chinatown female workers were “the victims of profit-minded Chinese businessmen who
serve as go-betweens among workers in the ghetto and the big manufacturers outside of the
community” (p. 47). Interpreting their exploitation purely through the lens of racial or economic
victimhood would be reductive. Instead, Lan demonstrates how Chinatown garment factories
operated through multiple reinforcing factors: the structural conditions of the garment industry,
socially segregated urban environments, and contracting systems. Chinese female workers were
embedded in a racially coded capitalist system where Chinese contractors, intermediary
associations, and large manufacturers together generated a relational field of power. This reflects
a micro-physics of power, in which discipline and governance circulated through intra-
community intermediaries rather than being imposed simply from above or outside.

NYCHP’s 1989 oral histories of Alice Yip exemplify how individuals’ relations to
themselves are socially constituted through multiple forces within a field of power. As an
immigrant woman with limited English proficiency and education, Yip initially worked as a
seamstress in Chinatown’s garment factories. She was later promoted to a union shop steward in
three factories and eventually became a business agent for the International Ladies” Garment

Workers Union. In her oral history interview, originally conducted in Cantonese, Yip (1989)
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emphasizes that Chinese immigrant women should not attribute all hardships solely to racism,
but instead empower themselves and fight for their own rights. As a successful individual, Yip’s
discourse may be interpreted as reflecting a neoliberal immigrant success narrative: one that
posits individual perseverance and self-improvement as sufficient to overcome structural
barriers, thereby implicitly placing the burden of failure on those who remain marginalized for
lacking such initiative.

Yet to simply read Yip’s (1989) discourse as an instance of how those who successfully
navigate exclusionary systems internalize external power relations and simultaneously reproduce
the very norms that marginalize others risks oversimplifying subjectivation. Such a reading
reduces subjectivation to a linear narrative of “external forces internalized by the subject.” From
a topological perspective, the fold is not merely a mechanism for absorbing external forces into
an interior domain. The notion of internalization presupposes a binary between an external world
and an internal subject. The fold suggests that no such pure interior exists and destabilizes the
very distinction between inside and outside. In a Deleuzian account of subjectivation,
subjectivity is not an original interior subsequently shaped by external incursions, but a surface
continuously inflected through folds in which external forces become constitutive of its
interiority (Deleuze, 1986/2006). From this perspective, Yip’s discourse of self-empowerment is
part of her technology of the self. Her subjectivity takes form through the folding of multiple
forces, including racism, gender norms, labor union discourses, and neoliberal discourses of self-
improvement. Yip’s subjectivation, therefore, exemplifies how subject formation is topological:
not by forces shuttling across inside and outside, but through continual configuration upon a
surface where the boundaries of interior and exterior do not exist.

Language Choice and the Fold of Subjectivity
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Siu (1953/1987) posits that one of the core reasons for the emergence of the sojourner
identity is adherence to Chinese cultural preservation. An example is how older Chinese
immigrants actively discouraged younger ones from learning English, associating English
learning with the abandonment of traditional values. One interviewee in Siu’s study bitterly
recalled how his father and uncles forbade him from attending English classes, believing that
Chinese people who learned English often corrupted and abandoned traditional values. In
retrospect, this man blamed those “old ideas” for limiting his opportunities: “In this country, one
must know English enough to do something other than laundry work...I was foolish to listen to
them,” he lamented, realizing too late that the language barrier had trapped him in the laundry
job (p. 130). This seemingly suggests that Chinese laundry workers intentionally chose
separation and isolation from mainstream society.

However, language choice does not simply work in a linear way. It seems weak to equate
resisting the learning of English with preserving a heritage language, while assuming that a lack
of English proficiency is simply a matter of individual choice. Zhang and Slaughter-Defoe’s
(2009) research on immigrant communities and heritage language suggests that despite first-
generation Chinese parents typically maintaining Chinese as the primary means for emotional
expression within the family and the transmission of values, this does not conflict with their
encouragement of their children to learn English. In fact, Zhang’s (2010) research on
immigrants’ language acquisition suggests that immigrant parents generally encouraged their
children to learn English diligently. Among second-generation children, Zhang observes that
Mandarin-speaking children often relinquish their heritage language due to integrative motives—
the desire to fit in and avoid being laughed at or treated as outsiders, in order to prevent social

marginalization at schools.
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Taken together, these cases show that both resistance to English and the pursuit of
English proficiency cannot be reduced to individual choice but are inflections on the same folded
surface, unfolding through shifting folds of cultural value, racialization, and social expectation.
This surface is constituted by forces such as the cultural value of the mother tongue, the
racialized realities of U.S. society, and the expectations attached to social roles. Language
choice, therefore, emerges as a mode of self-relation. The regret and shame of young laundry
workers and second-generation Chinese Americans when they fail to embody the ideal
immigrant image illustrate how these forces affectively inscribe the very surfaces of self-relation.
These emotions are affective folds through which subjectivity takes shape.

The topological approach destabilizes the simple model of subjectivation as the
internalization of external values. The folding process indicates that the outside always inhabits
the inside: forces move through the folds and shape interiority (Deleuze, 1988/1993). In this
sense, oppressive norms are not external forces simply applied to a surface, as in the
conventional model of power pressing down upon subjects. Rather, these norms constitute the
very surface and inflections through which subjectivity emerges, within and across immigrants’
everyday practices. These forces then inflect outward, rejoining the external world, in turn
folding back to shape immigrants’ subjectivities once again. Subject formation thus proceeds
within a topological space of becoming, continuously refolded in response to shifting regimes of

truth and changing diagrams of force (Figure 5).%

32 This drawing presents a collaged juxtaposition of images that I produced. The left side incorporates an
artistically altered photograph from the cover of Paul Siu’s The Chinese Laundryman (1953/1987), depicting a
Chinese laundry worker at rest. On the right side, the charcoal drawing renders the laundry worker’s body as an
open and contingent emergence, underscoring that the formation of the laundry worker’s subjectivity resists any
fixed boundary between inside and outside—the outside always inhabits the inside.
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Figure 5. Laundry Worker at Rest [Collage with digital image and charcoal on paper, 12 x 18
in.]. From the author, 2025.
The Fold of Sexuality in the Bachelor Society

This subsection examines the “bachelor society” of Chinese laundry workers, mapping
how sexuality is folded into their processes of subjectivation. During the Exclusion era, Chinese
workers in the United States are predominantly men, and because the 1882 Chinese Exclusion
Act and the 1875 Page Act effectively bar Chinese women from entry,*3 these workers live
largely as bachelors. Some never marry, while others remain separated from wives and families

left behind in China. An article in the NYCHP’s 1985 newsletter on early Chinese immigrants

33 The 1875 Page Act and the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act severely restricted Chinese immigration to the
United States, with the former targeting Chinese women under the guise of suppressing prostitution and the latter
broadly excluding Chinese laborers (Lee, 2003).
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referred to them as members of a “bachelor society” (Luk, 1985, p. 2).3* Both Siu and the
NYCHP discuss the personal lives of laundry workers, particularly the gender imbalance among
Chinese in the United States. Their accounts, preserved in oral history, shed light on how single
male laundry workers articulate their sexuality through their opinions and behaviors. It is worth
noting that the forces driving these statements are not merely personal or private to each
individual laundry worker but traverse the workers’ bodies and lives.

One notable aspect of these men’s sexuality is their pronounced preference for Chinese
partners and corresponding disdain for women outside their community. Many laundry workers
interviewed by Siu express a strong preference for developing romantic relationships only with
Chinese women. For example, one laundryman states, “I would rather marry a Chinese woman if
I choose to stay in this country,” because he believes that American-born Chinese girls are “not
trustworthy... not good wives,” accusing them of being too Americanized and spendthrift (Siu,
1953/1987, p. 123). Siu interprets such attitudes as reflecting the laundry workers’ conservative
worldview and self-isolation, suggesting that their bachelorhood is a choice: they prefer to wait
for Chinese women in China rather than pursue intimacy in the United States. These statements
support the sojourner identity, suggesting that Chinese men voluntarily cling to their own kind
and reject assimilation, even in intimate relationships.

From the perspective of folded subjectivity, however, this disdain for non-Chinese
women is not simply an innate cultural trait. The preference for Chinese women and the distrust

of “Americanized” women can be seen as responses shaped by the social and historical forces

3% On the summer 1985 edition of Bu Gao Ban, a newsletter published by the NYCHP, Luk (1985) writes in
his article “The Bachelor Society in Chinese American History”:

The appearance of the “bachelor society” was a direct result of the Chinese Exclusion Acts (1882—1943).

Although the Acts were lifted, the bachelor society still survives today. No, it was not a secret brotherhood

nor was it a traditional immigrant support association. It was a community of Chinese men who came

without their families in order to work in America. (p. 2)
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surrounding these men. What looks like personal prejudice that dismisses American-born
Chinese women as “not good wives” emerges from a world in which Chinese men are
marginalized and made to feel that only in their own culture can they find self-affirmation. In a
U.S. society that desexualizes Chinese laundry workers, Siu (1953/1987) notes that they are
perceived merely as “things” that wash clothes rather than as full human beings:

In fact, the word laundryman has the same meaning as the word laundry to most of his

customers. When the American thinks of the laundryman, he usually thinks of the

laundry shop where he takes his white shirts. The person and the institution are the same
thing. ... This, together with his language handicap, racial visibility, and, perhaps, his un-

American standard of living, makes him an undesirable individual for anyone to have as a

personal friend. So people either treat him as merely a ‘laundry machine’ or with an

indifferent emotional reaction as something unpleasant or “creepy.” (pp. 13—14)

Within this context, external forces of racism, cultural conflict, and gender norms fold
into the workers’ interiority, manifesting as a sense of dignity that elevates Chinese women—
and, by extension, Chinese culture—as the only legitimate option for intimacy. This stance
renders their loneliness a conscious decision rather than simply a fate imposed by exclusion.
Thus, what Siu interprets as cultural conservatism toward choosing partners can be understood as
a strategy generated through subjectivation. Their so-called cultural preference is not part of an
innate and static essence but a position developed within folds of subjectivity.

Interracial relationships are intense sites where external forces modulate and curve the
personal desire of laundry workers. Some explicitly state that they will not pursue romance with
White women due to the hostility such couples face. One interviewee states that he “would never

marry a white woman” because doing so would invite “every difficulty,” from social ostracism
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to public harassment (Siu, 1953/1987, p. 123). He notes that if a Chinese man and a White
woman are seen out together, “people look at you... making you very uncomfortable” (p. 123).
This fear is not rooted in any bachelor’s individual experience alone but traverses their bodies as
a shared understanding of the racialized norms in U.S. society that punish those who cross the
color line. The power of social disapproval folds so deeply into the marginalized individual that
it bends into his most intimate realm and is expressed as his statements about sexuality. Taken
together with laundry workers’ spoken disdain for non-Chinese women, this shows how public
forces of exclusion are folded into the surface of the bachelors’ subjectivity, shaping even the
most private domains.

One elderly interviewee from the NYCHP, Leung (1985), recalled that as a young man
dating a White girlfriend, he attracted stares when they were seen together in public. He
remembered that his girlfriend would curse back at hostile onlookers who stared at them on
public transportation.

I took her to Chinatown and ate at Ching-yat-sik Restaurant. We went to Times Square

on holidays. We went everywhere and to many places. Sometimes when we rode the

transit, she would hold on to my arm. White people would stare at her and she would

loudly curse them, “What’s there to look at? I like him!” (Leung, 1985, p. 44)

This scene illustrates a space of subjectivation that traverses multiple individuals, in
which each participant is caught in a larger circuitry of power: the couple, the onlooker, and the
surrounding public are all bound by the flow of tensions. In this fold, each person’s self-relation
and emotional response are inflected by the force of racialized norms. Interracial intimacy, then,

is not simply a matter of personal preference for or against; it is produced within the topological
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folding of power into desire, where the public gaze and its potential hostility are folded into self-
relation as a social force shaping intimacy.

The sexual fantasies and behaviors of the laundry workers also show how subjectivity is
folded. One example recorded by Siu (1953/1987) describes a laundry worker plainly expressing
his fantasy for a young concubine upon retiring and returning to China, as compensation for
years of loneliness—even if it means upsetting his wife in China (p. 124). Many laundry workers
seek temporary companionship by patronizing prostitution or forming casual relationships with
women who are also marginalized by society, such as “mulatto girls,” a racial term from that era
referring to women of mixed African and European ancestry, who are employed at laundry
businesses (p. 263). Additionally, across much of Siu’s interviews, laundry workers’ everyday
speech documented in oral history frequently contains vulgar sexual jokes as part of their day-to-
day humor.

These fantasies, sexual encounters, and languages emerge through a process of folding,
where external restrictions are inflected into intimate life, generating new surfaces for the
expression of sexuality. These expressions of sexuality function as a kind of political
performance. On one hand, such performances serve as acts of resistance that refuse complete
desexualization despite the circumstances of laundry workers. On the other hand, these acts are
entangled in the existing structures of race and gender. When Chinese laundry workers visit
prostitutes or take advantage of the so-called “mulatto girls,” they are also participating in the
exploitation of women who are lower in the social hierarchy. In positioning themselves as
patrons or masters in these encounters, the men momentarily step out of their subjugated status,
yet mirror the similar dynamics of power that oppress them on a larger scale. This underscores

how external forces do not simply operate in a binary of oppressor and oppressed, but traverse
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subjects, configuring their desires in ways that can both resist and reproduce existing power
relations. The formation of the laundry workers’ sexuality is thus not the manifested expressions
of an innate self but an ongoing negotiation with external forces, showing how individuals
continually fold the outside world into their own becoming.
Transnational Attempts of Becoming

As outlined in the preceding subsections, narratives of the sojourner or the oppressed
cannot be taken as revealing some essential identity of Chinese laundry workers in the United
States. In Deleuze’s (1968/1994) critique of identity, difference is not understood as a derivation
from or alteration of sameness, but as difference-in-itself—a generative force that gives rise to
becoming and constitutes the condition for the actualization of the virtual. Thus, rather than
attempting to locate the Chinese immigrant subject through a fixed identity grounded in
sameness, subjectivation can be understood as an ongoing process of differentiation. Revisiting
Siu’s mid-twentieth-century framework in the context of contemporary global transformations,
Yang (2000) reexamines the sojourner concept and proposes transnationalism as a framework
that unsettles the binary between sojourning and settling. Similarly, Merz-Benz (2010) draws on
concepts such as “transculturality” and “cross-differentiality,” suggesting that the sojourner
figure can still offer theoretical insights into transnationalism and the multidirectional flows of
transmigration, a nonlinear and multi-sited migratory trajectory. These formulations attempt to
reimagine the immigrant subject as fluid, mobile, and unanchored to any fixed belonging.

Siu’s definition of the sojourner remains constrained within the binary assumption of
assimilation or social isolation (Merz-Benz, 2010). The adoption of transnationalism, therefore,
carries the hope of opening new possibilities for understanding subjectivation as a more

generative and indeterminate process. Yeoh et al. (2003) employ the notion of “edges” to rethink
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transnationalism. Here, the edges that exist in transnationalism are not the social position
described by Park’s (1928) “marginal man” concept, which inspired Siu’s conceptualization of
the sojourner and frames the immigrant through a linear trajectory of assimilation into the host
society, but instead are generative sites that point toward emergent potentials for new political
actions.

The concept of transnationalism indeed provides a productive opening for imagining
subjectivation as a process of becoming. From a poststructuralist perspective, Tudor (2017)
explores how “transing” functions as a critical tool for questioning existing categorical
boundaries within transnationalism. Following Tudor’s proposal, the action of “transing” is not
to be understood as a singular act of crossing certain identity borders—a “man” becomes a
“woman,” or a “Chinese” becomes an “American”—because so-called “identity” is always
temporary. Rather, transing can be seen as a continuous process that involves the ongoing
questioning and deconstruction of existing categories. Subjectivation can thus be understood as a
generative movement within power relations. Such perspectives shift attention from adhering to
or rejecting categories themselves toward revisiting how power relations have formed these
categories.

In this vein, Tudor (2017) redefines the political action of “solidarity” from a
poststructuralist perspective. Solidarity, viewed through the lens of transing, no longer
presupposes a common identity as the basis for political action. It is imagined instead as an
alliance of difference based on individual self-reflection, through the continuous reconstruction
of one’s positionalities and privileges and through critical analysis of existing power structures.
Such alliances are proposed as imaginaries of future political communities that resist

constructing fixed boundaries once again.
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Yet the political vision of transnationalism is not without challenges. In the case of
Chinese and other immigrant communities in the United States, several additional factors
complicate the imaginary of transnationalism as a political approach. First, the rapid rise of
contemporary China tremendously intervenes in narratives about Chinese migration in the
United States in the present time. Tudor’s analysis concerning Roma and queer populations in
the Western European context suggests a political potential for solidarity that enables dominant
groups to revisit their own positions and reimagine marginalized cultures toward a more
inclusive political future. Yet, although discussions surrounding Chinese immigrants and
Chinese Americans have historically centered on how minorities negotiate subject formation
within dominant, often exclusionary cultures, the current power dynamic between the United
States and China renders such discussions inseparable from the tensions between two competing
superpowers.

Thus, another dimension that demands attention in the process of subjectivation is the
way “China” itself enters into the folding process of Chinese immigrant and Chinese American
subjectivation. Postcolonial scholarship has long examined how Otherness is constructed to
secure the West’s self-definition and authority, often assuming a one-way construction that
leaves largely unexamined the productive capacities of those so-called Others. The current
dissertation extends beyond such critique by recognizing how “China” is not only a geographical
point of immigrant departure or a static cultural backdrop for Chinese descent in the United
States but also an active and productive force that continuously folds into their subjectivation.
These themes will be further developed as one important aspect of the analyses of Golden
Venture and Heaven & Earth, particularly in examining how U.S.—China relations participate in

the formation of Chinese immigrant and Chinese American subjects.
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Fold: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures

On June 6, 1993, a cargo ship named Golden Venture ran aground near Rockaway Beach
in Queens, New York, carrying 286 Chinese individuals involved in a human smuggling
operation, attempting to enter the United States illegally. Ten people drowned while trying to
flee the ship and swim to shore. The survivors were taken into custody and detained until 1997
while they applied for asylum—most of them imprisoned in York, Pennsylvania. In 2017, the
Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA), the institutional successor to the New York
Chinatown History Project (NYCHP), held an exhibition titled Fold: Golden Venture Paper
Sculptures, focusing on the folk art of paper folding created by some of these Chinese
individuals during their detention in York County Prison. MOCA also conducted a series of oral
history interviews with reporters, attorneys, and activists involved in the Golden Venture case
during the 1990s.

This section engages with Foucauldian genealogy, along with Deleuzian concepts of the
fold, to illustrate how knowledge about immigrants is produced within power relations and how
the individuals involved in the Golden Venture case underwent processes of becoming and
subjectivation through ongoing processes of folding.

The Knowledge Production of Refugee Legitimacy

Foucault (1971/2021a) describes his work with the Prison Information Group as one that
makes the exercise of power intolerable by exposing it. He seeks not merely to improve
prisoners’ living conditions—which still operate within the existing penal system—but to
critically examine and problematize the system itself. In the case of the Golden Venture
detainees, however, the debates during the 1990s questioning their detention do not emerge from

a genealogical problematization that would fundamentally challenge the existing status quo.
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Instead, the controversy is constructed through the discursive and political forces embedded in
the existing discourse on immigration in the United States.

When the Golden Venture passengers were detained in the prison in York, Pennsylvania,
a battle of narratives emerged. The controversy surrounding the Golden Venture case centers on
the definition of the detained group. The question was whether they should be categorized as
illegal immigrants to be deported or as legitimate asylum seekers who deserved protection. This
debate is situated within the regime of truth concerning immigration: the government labels these
migrants as illegal aliens; in contrast, activist groups argue that these Chinese migrants entered
the United States to seek asylum. Both claims, however, take shape through folds of knowledge
and power circulating within regimes of immigration discourse.

Jeff Lobach (2017), who served as President of the Pennsylvania Bar Association during
the Golden Venture crisis, recalls that the government invited two professors to cast doubt on the
refugees’ asylum claims, arguing that the migrants’ asylum stories were motivated by economic
reasons rather than genuine persecution, as most of these migrants came from a specific province
in China long known for its people’s migration to the United States in search of financial
prosperity. Keefe (2013) holds a similar view, suggesting that the majority of Golden Venture
passengers might be more accurately described as economic migrants. Despite the impossibility
of determining a singular “true” motivation shared by all passengers on the Golden Venture, the
debates themselves are to highlight a central issue in the discourse: whether the detainees should
be regarded as illegal aliens or asylum seekers. The debate was framed as a binary legal
classification: if the Golden Venture passengers were motivated by economic gain, as the U.S.
government initially argued, then they were to be classified as illegal aliens who must face legal

penalties; if, however, they were asylum seekers fleeing legally recognizable forms of
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persecution, as advocates contended, they should be entitled to legal protection and allowed to
remain in the United States. In response, legal activists and community leaders supporting the
detainees constructed an alternative discourse. Local attorneys in York, Pennsylvania, mobilized
to provide pro bono representation, emphasizing the individual circumstances of each detainee
and highlighting their migration as a direct consequence of China’s one-child policy.
Immigration management, in this case, exemplifies the production of knowledge about
bodies. Lee (2003) argues that the era of Chinese exclusion marks the beginning of the modern
U.S. immigration enforcement regime by institutionalizing race as a legal category, defining the
“excludable” subject. It is not merely an act of repression but an act of power that produces
knowledge about who is included and who is excluded. The Chinese Exclusion Act did not
merely prevent Chinese immigration; it actively produced the category of the immigrant and
defined who was “alien” and “illegal.” This power—knowledge relationship is a constitutive act
through which the state constitutes itself through practices of exclusion. In this way, the state’s
boundaries are continuously drawn and redrawn through decisions about who can be admitted
and who must be excluded. Thus, the modern discourse on immigration control is not an
essential or natural system but one that has been historically and artificially produced through
policies. It is a form of governmentality that links legal regulation to racialized punishment.
Immigration authorities draw upon expert knowledge—including academic,
demographic, and cultural discourses—to redefine “persecution” and “refugee” status. In the
Golden Venture case, political power and knowledge production work together to construct the
model of the legitimate victim. Economic motivations for migration, such as escaping poverty or
seeking a better life, are excluded from the state’s authorized framework of refugee legitimacy.

Thus, migrants are not denied legal status because they lack hardship, but because the hardships
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they endure do not fit within the state’s definition of qualifying persecution. What initially
appears as a social justice debate about whether these individuals are “refugees” or “illegal
migrants” remains operating within the power—knowledge structure as a struggle over who can
be recognized as a legitimate refugee subject.

The Contingency of Political Alignments

What is particularly noteworthy about the Golden Venture case is that it produces a
political alliance that initially seems unexpected by contemporary standards. Conservative
figures—conventionally aligned with anti-immigration positions in the present—contribute
significantly to the asylum claims of the Golden Venture detainees. This seemingly anomalous
convergence invites further reflection on the nature of subjectivation dynamically shaped
through folds of forces. Deleuze (1986/2006) notes, “The outside is not a fixed limit but a
moving matter animated by peristaltic movements, folds and foldings that together make up an
inside: they are not something other than the outside, but precisely the inside of the outside” (pp.
96-97). Formations of subjectivity, such as so-called political conservatism, are not essences but
contingent effects of ongoing folding.

These forces include the moral and humanitarian discourse embedded in American
“savior” exceptionalism, the bipartisan imaginary of the Chinese government as an authoritarian
Other, and the projection of liberal subjecthood onto the detained migrants by the American
public. In this case, support for the Golden Venture detainees from these “conservative”
individuals is not an embrace of immigration but a reframing of the migrants’ plight as a human
rights issue. The advocacy for releasing the detainees thus does not amount to a radical challenge
to the immigration regime, nor an endorsement of pro-immigrant politics. Rather, it is a

contingent moment shaped by prevailing political aesthetics and public sentiments.
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Jeff Lobach (2017) reflects a common position among advocates, who argued that the
release of the Golden Venture detainees was necessary for America to uphold its role as a beacon
of liberty in determining their fate. Cindy Lobach (n.d.), treasurer of the People of the Golden
Vision activist group, admits, “I am on the conservative side of immigration, pretty much anti-
illegal immigration. But it’s not illegal when you’re fleeing for your life or your safety”
(00:03:05). Despite the faith in law and order, she and others find a way to reconcile assisting
these “illegal” immigrants with American values. They reframe the narrative: the Golden
Venture passengers are not lawbreakers but persecuted individuals embodying the American
spirit of freedom. As Cindy Lobach contends, it is “un-American” to return Golden Venture
passengers to a “terrible life,” regardless of her typical political stance toward immigrants
(00:03:34). What unfolds here is not a straightforward ideological shift but a reconfiguration of
subjective alignment. Diffuse feelings of dissonance over the detainees’ treatment crystallize into
recognizable emotions such as moral outrage and compassion. These responses do not inherently
belong to any particular ideology, nor can they be traced to an innate morality. They become
expressible and intelligible through the foldings of various discourses and expressions into a
public sentiment of moral outrage.

To counter the state’s portrayal of the detainees as “undeserving,” advocates remind the
public of the nation’s self-image as “the beacon of the free world” and “a haven for those who
fear persecution abroad” (OuYang, n.d., 00:19:30). Morse (1997) juxtaposes the Golden Venture
case with that of the St. Louis, a 1939 ship carrying Jewish refugees who were also denied entry
to the United States. She argues that even under the banner of American freedom and equality—
famously inscribed on the Statue of Liberty’s lines, “Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to

me: I lift my lamp beside the golden door”—systemic punishment and dehumanizing control
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persist in U.S. responses to vulnerable migrants. The interventions by these advocates work by
tapping into this flow of discomfort at such hypocrisy, which then becomes intelligible as guilt or
moral conflict.

Christian rhetoric is also repurposed in support of the migrants. Organizers like
Maruskin, a local pastor, view aiding the detainees as their Christian calling. Maruskin (n.d.)
connects her motivation for helping the Golden Venture detainees with a Bible verse: “I have
heard the cries of my people who are in bondage; go and deliver them to a good and broad land”
(00:02:23). Maruskin (2012) later theorizes her understanding of biblical narratives by
interpreting the Bible as an ultimate immigration handbook, using it to promote her idea of
“radical hospitality” in which all of God’s people must be welcomed. While Maruskin herself
frames her motivation in terms of a biblical calling, this moment can also be interpreted as a pre-
conscious force that traverses her body and is subsequently coded into an intelligible emotion
within a Christian moral framework. This inspires her to take action, gathering fellow pastors to
pray at the prison and raise public awareness. This infusion of moral knowledge, which views
immigrants as God’s children in need, presents an alternative possibility to the current alignment
of the Christian Right and anti-immigrant rhetoric under the banner of U.S. right-wing politics.
The contemporary political spectrum that connects conservatism with nativism is not inevitable;
it is a contingent effect of power—knowledge relations. At least in this case, a different alignment
emerges: conservatives persuade themselves that rescuing these “illegal” immigrants is an
embodiment of American ideals, not a violation of them.

Massumi (2015) discusses how affect functions as a force that shapes political and social
structures, suggesting that affective responses can be mobilized to influence populations, create

social cohesion, or manipulate emotions in public politics. While the current dissertation does
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not pursue an extended engagement with affect theory, the Golden Venture case nonetheless
offers a glimpse of its relevance. If the previous section on laundry workers illustrates how
forces fold into subjectivity at the personal level, the debates of Golden Venture show how
political advocates draw on circulating intensities of fear, compassion, and outrage to shape
immigrant politics. In these debates, “traditional American values” are mobilized as a strategic
fold that reconfigures the migrant body’s social meaning. Within this reframed narrative, the
migrants are no longer viewed as illegal interlopers but rather as symbols of moral righteousness
unjustly oppressed by a regime of otherness.

The case of Golden Venture is a catalyst for the 1996 overhaul of U.S. immigration law
(Riddle, 1999). It gives human-rights advocates an opportunity to pressure the U.S. government
to recognize China’s one-child policy as a legitimate basis for asylum claims. Conservatives in
the Golden Venture case construct a discourse that ties the Golden Venture refugees to
acceptable knowledge within their regime of truth, thereby shifting these immigrants from
criminal aliens to true refugees worthy of sympathy. Yet it is worth noting that these actions
neither dismantle nor seek to dismantle mechanisms of control but instead remain within the
state’s governable order. This incident demonstrates that so-called “ideologies” are not the sole
determinants of political gestures. A later section on the Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of
China exhibition further interrogates the notion of ideology, questioning the presumption that
political actions can be traced to a singular ideological motivation.

Subjectivation through Paper Folding

The title of MOCA’s 2017 exhibition, FOLD: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures, is

drawn from the detainees’ paper-folding art that it featured (Figure 6). During their detention in

York County Prison, the Golden Venture detainees crafted traditional Chinese paper-folding art.
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One of the most profound impressions they left on the world outside the prison walls was these
sculptures. The story of the Golden Venture paper-folding project illustrates how subjectivation
operates within relations of power. This section examines several key aspects of their artistic

production in order to analyze the folding complexities of the detainees’ subjectivation,

especially how exteriority and interiority fold onto one another as a simultaneity.

Figure 6. FOLD: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures [Exhibition]. (2017-2018). Museum of
Chinese in America, New York, NY. Reproduced with permission from the Museum of Chinese
in America (see Appendix C).

This artistic practice was more than a pastime in prison. Its public impact played a key
role in accelerating the Golden Venture detainees’ release, partly because it constituted an
intervention in power—knowledge relations and reshaped the “regime of truth” constructed about

them. As their paper sculptures circulated beyond the prison walls, the detainees’ public image
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was reconfigured from “illegal aliens” to “artists.” Initially viewed as a faceless group of
undocumented migrants, the detainees began gifting paper sculptures to volunteer supporters as
tokens of gratitude. Maruskin (n.d.) recalls that the artwork “became a desirable thing for people
to have, and a story to learn ... the men in the prison were incredibly talented and gifted. And
through their art, they told their story—the ‘set me free’ kind of story” (00:13:25). In other
words, the art spoke when the detainees themselves were voiceless. These delicate artworks
gradually shifted public perceptions of the Golden Venture detainees, inviting the public to
reinterpret them through empathy rather than dehumanized criminalization. The circulation of
these paper sculptures in and around the prison walls functioned as a form of pedagogical
practice, demonstrating how subject formations are inseparable from education. This raises a
critical question about how learning can break open existing representational frameworks—a
question that will be further addressed in Chapter Six.

Cindy Lobach (n.d.) describes one particularly symbolic piece: the detainees folded a
huge eagle—the emblem of American freedom—and placed it inside a paper cage, which was
interpreted as a representation of freedom itself being imprisoned in the land of liberty. Through
patriotic symbolism, supporters of Golden Venture detainees rhetorically asserted both the
detainees’ allegiance and their plea for inclusion. As Jeff Lobach (2017) notes, these paper
sculptures convinced many that “anyone who could create art like this is really worth listening
to” (00:08:26). The pieces drew media attention and crowds—over 10,000 works were produced
in total. Many were displayed across the United States and sold to raise legal defense funds.
These artworks interacted with viewers through their symbolic vocabulary, such as eagles,
folding external meanings into the interpretive experience of their viewers. Community members

who might never have sympathized with “illegal aliens” found themselves moved by the story of
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the men who folded paper animals. The paper-folding project subverts the detainees’ imposed
label as threats to the border.

Through artistic creation, the detainees constituted themselves as artists, challenging the
forms of knowledge that dehumanized them as faceless. In this process, the paper sculptures,
curators, and detainees themselves formed a pedagogical space, generating new forms of
becoming that exceeded existing representations of the detainees. The paper-foldings functioned
as sites where the outside curved into the inside, creasing subjectivity into intelligible forms of
compassion. Yet this was not a one-way folding from the inside to the outside, in which only the

9

detainees’ “artistic interiority” shaped the external world’s view of them. External forces also
profoundly influenced the prisoners’ artistic production. It was the simultaneity of inside and
outside forces that shaped their subjectivation. As Cheng (2016) notes, this re-subjectification
was not wholly autonomous. The detainees’ aesthetic practices drew on Chinese traditions of
paper-folding—ritual forms tied to childhood, funerary rites, and diasporic memory. However,

within the context of the case, the artworks were reclassified by legal advocates and curators who

sought to render them legible to U.S. publics. For example, the term Qian Zhi (4K, “thousand

paper”) was invented by attorneys as a label to give the works a marketable ethnic identity and
integrate them into a multicultural narrative that American audiences could recognize.®
In this sense, paper sculptures with themes related to the American dream were not

purely spontaneous expressions of artistic talent. Rather, they were carefully staged in

35 In the main text, Cheng (2016) cites it as Qian Shi, which appears to be a misspelling of Chinese pinyin.
In the endnote, Cheng corrects the spelling to Qian Zhi and refers back to Gregory’s (1996) article on the exhibition
Fly to Freedom: The Art of the Golden Venture Refugees at the Samuel S. Fleisher Art Memorial in Philadelphia. In
that article, Gregory uses the term Qian Zhi—literally “thousand paper” (F4%)—to describe the detainees’ paper-
folding technique, suggesting it as a name that emerged from the Golden Venture detainees’ own work. Qian Zhi is
not a known term for any recognized Chinese folk art tradition. One possibility is that it is a coined name
representing a hybrid of the traditional Chinese Zhe Zhi (#74X, paper folding) and the Japanese Senbazuru (T P14,
one thousand origami cranes).
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collaboration with lawyers and human-rights advocates for specific communicative and
educational purposes. Early works of paper-folding did not contain themes deliberately tied to
the American dream or to freedom narratives (Chen, 2018). Thus, the detainees’ artistic
interventions were partially staged—mnot in a cynical sense, but in ways that were structured
within a frame of expectation designed to provoke specific sentiments.

It would be too cynical to reduce the detainees’ paper-folding to a strategic performance,
and too reductive to treat the paper sculptures as a pure revelation of the detainees’ hidden
creative identity. In the detainees’ struggle for freedom, many labels were attempted to be placed
upon them. One was political asylum based on China’s one-child policy. Dunn (1994) notes that
this rationale about one-child policy was once “routinely applied” and often accepted well by
immigration officials, yet it was largely rejected in the case of the Golden Venture. Religious
asylum was another label. In 1993, many detainees collectively converted from Buddhism to
Christianity while imprisoned. Hsu (1996) argues this was “under the false belief that it would
make them eligible for asylum” (p. 328). Whatever the motivation was—perhaps suffering led
them to spiritual conversion; perhaps religious advocates introduced them to new possibilities of
faith—their asylum petitions in related to religion were also denied.

By 1994, the detainees turned collectively to artistic practice: initially to relieve boredom,
and later as a means of connecting with the world outside of the prison. It is crucial to note that
the sculptures and their tremendous media impact were not merely expressive but also legally
relevant. In fact, the first detainee released among all the Golden Venture detainees, Wu Luo
Zhong, was granted immigrant status in 1996 because of his artistic ability (York Daily Record,
2018). Throughout 1996, the year before the remaining detainees were released, at least five

people obtained legal status by being reclassified as “aliens of extraordinary ability in the arts,” a
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legal category of immigration (Chen, 2018). From this perspective, the project produced
utilitarian effects, even if it was not solely a utilitarian endeavor.

These discussions are not intended to produce a cynical counter-narrative about Golden
Venture paper sculptures but rather to exemplify how subjectivation worked for these detainees.
The external shaping of their work demonstrates that it would be too reductive to describe the
making of paper sculptures as the detainee’s discovery of their inner artistic essences. After their
release, the detainees stopped artistic production and sought to live quietly in the United States.
Even prior to their release, their artistic production had already slowed down in the absence of
external feedback, many detainees had grown increasingly weary of the paper-folding labor
(Dunn, 1994). From a topological perspective, however, the productivity of subjectivation does
not require some essential interiority that proves its authenticity. Subjectivation amid the paper-
folding is not about uncovering an inherent artistic identity and wielding it against oppressive
forces. Instead, it is a process that continuously generated new forms of subjectivity at the
folding surface of external discipline and internal desires, which cannot be separated into
dualistic categories.

In this ongoing modulation between inside and outside, the paper-folding project appears
as a layered process of subjectivation. Each fold interrupted the smooth surface of state
knowledge, creasing identity into multidimensional space. This does not require the detainees to
originate from or remain within fixed classifications. From a topological perspective,
subjectivation retains an openness. Smugglers, asylum seekers, or artists, these are just
temporary creases in the folding process. Even if paper-folding vanished from their lives after
release, their self-creations in prison remained a momentary crystallization in their ongoing

subjectivation. Thus, questions such as “What were their true reason for coming to the United
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States?” or “What was their real motivations in making art?”’ no longer need to be posed.
Subjectivities are temporary crystallizations within the process of becoming.

The state labeled the detainees as illegal and expendable, yet through artistic creation,
they folded external forces inward and generated new forces that acted back upon the world. In
1997, what was ultimately “released” after years of legal and public debate was a group of
symbolically constructed figures of the “good immigrant,” folded through the forces of media
representation, legal advocacy, and public sympathy. This reflects a mode of governmentality—
one that disciplines through the distribution of images and voices within the field of social
perception. The detainees’ subjectivity thus emerges as a multilayered process: an ethical
relation to oneself enacted through visual practice, and a subjectivity partially mediated—and
even consumed—by the representational demands of advocacy. If the fold designates a surface
where inside and outside are indistinguishable, then the Golden Venture detainees’ subjectivation
does not unfold as a negotiation between self-expression and external coding, but as a folded
process in which expression is constituted by the very forces that render it politically legible.
Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China

Among the several 19th-century Qing-dynasty maps presented in the 2025-2026
exhibition Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China at the Museum of Chinese in America
(MOCA), this section focuses on a single large-scale map (Figure 7). When positioned within the
spatial and discursive framework of a history museum, this map functions as a fold: it introduces
another imperial gaze into a space typically structured by U.S.-based regimes of visibility and
statements. In most institutional contexts, Chinese identity in the United States is articulated

through a domestic discourse anchored in American epistemologies. Yet the presence of the
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Chinese map folds another regime of truth into the representational field. At this fold,

subjectivation continues to take shape in the present.

Figure 7. Zhu Xiling. (1818). Daging yitong tianxia quantu [Hanging scroll, woodblock printed
and hand-colored, ink and color on paper]. Harvard Map Collection, Harvard University.
Exhibited at the Museum of Chinese in America, New York, NY. Photograph by the author on
May 15, 2025.
Immigrant Bodies as Folds of Regimes

In dominant public narratives of Chinese immigrant and Chinese American history,
stories are often framed within the territorial boundaries of the United States. “America”

becomes the primary stage, while “China” is reduced to a distant backdrop. This structure is
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perpetuated through museum exhibitions, educational materials, and oral histories, where China
is cast as a nostalgic origin and static past, while the United States emerges as the “present,” the
site of struggle, achievement, and ethnic identity formation. Narratives of Chinese immigrant and
Chinese Americans often begin at the border, marking the moment one becomes an “immigrant”
and when political life becomes articulable within the American context. The Chinese homeland,
therefore, fades into an obscure prelude to life in America.

Yet, the process by which this external “China” folds into the internal fabric of the
immigrant subject remains crucial in understanding the complexities of migration. For instance,
despite facing severe discrimination during the era of Chinese exclusion, many Chinese
continued to strive relentlessly to enter the United States. The laundry workers discussed in
previous sections endured criminalization at the border and suffered loneliness and hardship in
laundries. Yet their journeys were not simply driven by longing for the American Dream or by a
total abandonment of the homeland: after all the hardships, many still held on to the hope of
eventually returning to China.?® These tensions call for attention to the broader forces that
positioned China within the process of immigration subjectivation—forces that complicate and
move beyond a linear narrative of migration.

The 19th-century Chinese map in the exhibition disrupts the unidirectional narrative of
Chinese immigrant and Chinese American history about a marginalized group seeking
assimilation or resisting oppression within the United States. Instead, it involves rupture,
displacement, and exile from another imperial structure of China. The immigrant subject
becomes a fold, with subjectivity shaped by the United States and China, as the forces of both

regimes traverse the body and condition existence.

36 As shown in the earlier discussion of Chinese laundry workers.
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The title of this map, Daging Yitong Tianxia Quantu (K& — 4tk T 4= &), translated

into English as “Complete Map of the Unified All Under Heaven Qing Empire,” is dated to
1818. Kuhn (2008) argues that overseas Chinese migration in the 19th century was a byproduct
of the Qing Empire’s political and structural crises. The period of the map precedes the historical
chaos of the late periods of the Qing Empire, with peasant uprisings and famines already
simmering beneath the seemingly unified surface. In the following decades, the Opium Wars,
Taiping Rebellion, and numerous foreign invasions and domestic uprisings were about to erupt,
claiming tens of millions of lives. It was during this turbulent time that waves of Chinese
emigration began. Kuhn identifies fiscal pressure, social unrest, overpopulation, and survival
struggles in Guangdong and Fujian provinces after the Opium Wars as the push factors that
drove many Chinese to voluntarily migrate to Southeast Asia, the Americas, and Oceania. Kuhn
uses the term “emigration” rather than “immigration” to frame his study, showing a crucial
epistemological recognition: that China was not merely a passive backdrop to transnational
migration but an active political entity. The Chinese migrant can be understood not only as a
seeker of opportunity abroad but also as a fugitive from empire. The visual map of Daging
Yitong Tianxia Quantu situates China as a point of departure, directing attention toward the
escape route yet to unfold. What lies beyond its borders is an unfolding toward imminent flight.
The Qing map exhibited at MOCA is not a neutral visualization of space, but a
historically situated discourse of power and knowledge. As a visual apparatus, it operated in a
specific historical moment of the 19th century, legitimizing the sovereignty of the Qing Empire
by structuring spatial organization and materializing its self-perception as the center of the
universe. In the museum today, the map folds these political forces into the present U.S. context,

creating a space where intensities circulate. Such intensities take shape in viewers—especially
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when they already carry contemporary knowledge of ongoing tensions between China and the
United States and have just traversed the museum’s broader narrative of the generational
struggles of Chinese immigrant and Chinese Americans. Within this space, personal responses
emerge, becoming forces of subjectivation at the individual level. Thus, the map becoming a
diagram of force: a visual and conceptual apparatus that not only embodies historical power
dynamics but also can shape contemporary subjectivity.

When this map is decontextualized from its Chinese setting and displayed in a museum in
New York City, it folds together Qing Dynasty’s decline, diasporic emergence, and
contemporary racial positioning in the United States. It reintroduces the distant China into the
narrative of immigrant history. The imperial imaginations of China and the U.S. fold within each
other, becomes a site for contemporary Chinese immigrant and Chinese American subjectivation:
a body that inhabits the folds of two regimes, shaped by both the United States and China. In the
current historical conjuncture, where collaborations and confrontations between the United
States and China intersect, the lived experiences of Chinese in America unfold within a multiply
folded subjectivity.
Dividual Governance and the Societies of Control

In the current geopolitical moment, Chinese subjects in the United States are entangled in
the shifting dynamics of U.S.-China relations. Deleuze’s (1992) concept of “dividuals” provides
a perspective for understanding how Chinese immigrant and Chinese American subjectivity is
shaped through continuous processes of fragmentation, modulation, and risk assessment (p. 5).

Dividuals are constantly reduced into data points, evaluated according to shifting metrics
of geopolitical alignment, economic value, and perceived threat. Rather than being judged based

on personal factors—what a certain individual has done—Chinese subjects are increasingly
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positioned within dynamic modulations that fold them into the impersonal logics of national
security and global capital. Huang et al. (2023) point out that during the COVID-19 pandemic,
anti-Asian racism in the United States—particularly targeting Chinese restaurant owners—
resulted in significant economic consequences. The interplay of out-group homogeneity bias—
the tendency to perceive all Asians as interchangeable—and politically stigmatizing rhetoric—
such as referring to COVID-19 as the “Chinese virus”—fueled patterns of consumer
discrimination. Chinese restaurant owners were not penalized for any actual involvement in viral
transmission or geopolitical actions, but were instead folded into racialized and cultural-
cognitive frameworks, becoming simultaneous symbols of “the pandemic,” “China,” and
“economic threat.”

One flashpoint in recent years has been the portrayal of Chinese students and researchers
as spies. The Justice Department’s China Initiative, launched in 2018, cast a wide net of
suspicion over Chinese scientists and scholars in the United States. Many Chinese and Chinese
American professors in the United States were subjected to intense scrutiny or even arrested on
accusations of espionage (Chen, 2022).3” More recent legal actions against Chinese nationals
have been carried out through uncertain, revocable, and extrajudicial mechanisms. In the spring
of 2025, a large number of international students in the United States had their visas abruptly
revoked without explicit justification (Patel et al., 2025). Many suspected that the cancellations

were triggered by prior protest participation, traffic violations, or incidental contact with law

37 Gang Chen, Carl Richard Soderberg Professor of Power Engineering at Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, was arrested in 2021 under the U.S. Department of Justice’s “China Initiative” on allegations of failing
to disclose ties to Chinese institutions. The charges—widely criticized as criminalizing routine academic activities—
were dropped in January 2022, and his case drew protests from academic colleagues who condemned the targeting
of Chinese American scholars. In his article We Are All Gang Chen published in Science, Chen (2022) wrote: “T’ve
devoted my life to science and education and never thought that I would get involved in activism. But I am now” (p.

1).
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enforcement that did not involve criminal convictions. Similarly, on June 4, the Trump
administration suspended visas for thousands of international students at Harvard University as
an act of political retaliation against the university’s perceived stance (Garber, 2025).

In such cases, U.S. visa policy does not function through transparent legal rationality.
Instead, it relies on procedural opacity and discretionary revocability, sustaining a regime of
unpredictable power. In the context of visa governance, power circulates through the modulation
of uncertainty itself—keeping subjects suspended in a condition of conditional presence: not
illegal, but always potentially removable. This form of control exceeds the fixed boundaries of
the juridical domain. Deleuze’s (1992) concept of societies of control is illuminating here:
governance operates through continuous variation, not simply through confinement but through
modulation, producing a form of regulation that permeates dividuals. As Deleuze and Guattari
(1980/1987) write, “there is no ideology and never has been” (p. 4); what is often labeled as
ideology is merely an effect of underlying operations of power. Power does not function by
instilling coherent systems of belief, but by modulating movements of bodies.

In this vein, Chinese bodies are construed not only as risks but also as potential assets
within the broader context of U.S.-China relations. Secretary of State Marco Rubio (2025)
announced in press statement that the U.S. State Department would work with the Department of
Homeland Security to “aggressively revoke” Chinese student visas and apply heightened
scrutiny to nonimmigrant visa applications from China.’® Yet on June 11, following the

announcement of a new trade agreement between the U.S. and China, President Trump (2025)

38 In a press statement titled New Visa Policies Put America First, Not China, Rubio (2025) stated:

Under President Trump’s leadership, the U.S. State Department will work with the Department of
Homeland Security to aggressively revoke visas for Chinese students, including those with connections to
the Chinese Communist Party or studying in critical fields. We will also revise visa criteria to enhance
scrutiny of all future visa applications from the People’s Republic of China and Hong Kong.
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declared: “OUR DEAL WITH CHINA IS DONE... FULL MAGNETS, AND ANY
NECESSARY RARE EARTHS, WILL BE SUPPLIED, UP FRONT, BY CHINA. LIKEWISE,
WE WILL PROVIDE TO CHINA WHAT WAS AGREED TO, INCLUDING CHINESE
STUDENTS USING OUR COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES...”* This commodification of
Chinese students illustrates the complete reduction of individuals to dividuals, whose access to
education becomes a bargaining chip in broader economic and diplomatic transactions. Their
subjectivity is no longer solely shaped by personal experience, but by the ways in which they are
inserted into the shifting mechanisms of larger geopolitical and economic forces.
Utterance Beyond Ideological Interpellation

Inside the gallery, directly across from the Qing map, a participatory world map invites
visitors to “tell us where you’re from” (Figure 8). The question “Where are you from?” occupies
a charged and complex position within the Asian experience in the United States. It often
functions as a racially loaded microaggression—an utterance that subtly reinforces the stereotype
of the perpetual foreigner. Yet within the spatial context of MOCA, the same question is
reframed through a participatory installation that fosters solidarity, prompting very different
responses. This subsection examines the shifting meanings of the question “Where are you
from?” by moving from ideological interpellation toward the topological approach of

subjectivation.

39 The full statement by Trump (2025) reads as follows:

OUR DEAL WITH CHINA IS DONE, SUBJECT TO FINAL APPROVAL WITH PRESIDENT XI AND
ME. FULL MAGNETS, AND ANY NECESSARY RARE EARTHS, WILL BE SUPPLIED, UP FRONT,
BY CHINA. LIKEWISE, WE WILL PROVIDE TO CHINA WHAT WAS AGREED TO, INCLUDING
CHINESE STUDENTS USING OUR COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES (WHICH HAS ALWAYS
BEEN GOOD WITH ME!). WE ARE GETTING A TOTAL OF 55% TARIFFS, CHINA IS GETTING
10%. RELATIONSHIP IS EXCELLENT! THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION TO THIS MATTER!
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Figure 8. Interactive installation, Heaven & Earth: The Blue Maps of China [Exhibition].
Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA), New York, NY. Photograph by the author on May 15,
2025. The image depicts a wall text reading “HELP US LEARN ABOUT OUR VISITORS. USE
A STICKER TO TELL US WHERE YOU’RE FROM: YOUR BIRTHPLACE OR
HOMETOWN.”

Within a Marxist paradigm, the utterance “Where are you from?” could be read as an
instance of Althusser’s (1971/2014) interpellation, where ideology hails individuals into subject
positions. Later revisits, such as Martel’s (2017) notion of misinterpellation, note that such hails
are never fully determinate but can be resisted or rerouted. Yet even these accounts presuppose

an ideological structure as the ground of recognition. Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987),
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however, reject the premise of ideology as an explanatory category. Subjectivation, from a
Deleuzian perspective, is not a process of ideological recognition that makes individuals become
subjects, but a process of becoming—nonlinear and ongoing. Interpellation remains situated
within the linguistic and representational realm, while Deleuze shifts attention toward the folding
of forces—the ways in which social, political, and historical pressures bend across bodies and
spaces, composing surfaces of subjectivity without presupposing a stable ideological apparatus.

In this sense, the utterance “Where are you from?” functions not simply as a linguistic
hail but as part of a folding process in which racialized gazes, institutional settings, and
embodied histories contour subjectivity. Lai (2012), co-founder of the NYCHP, recalls that
questions such as “Where are you from?”, “Where are you really from?”, and “No, I mean,
where were you born?” consistently provoked anger. His frustration arose from the recognition
that his physical appearance as Chinese had been objectified in the United States—folded into a
racialized social system that positioned him not as a subject but as a visible object of difference.
The phrase operates as a sorting device: not only a racialized interpellation but also the
inscription of a boundary that delineates who belongs. The force of the utterance enters his
subjectivation through the modulation of embodied relations—an instance of the outside folding
into the inside.

The Heaven & Earth exhibition reconfigures this process. In MOCA’s gallery, the same
question is repositioned within an installation that invites participants to mark origins on a shared
map. Here, “Where are you from?” folds differently: it becomes an invitation for visitors to
inscribe belonging within a diasporic network. The utterance generates a sense of solidarity,
supported by the surrounding objects, spatial arrangements, and narratives of diaspora in the

space of MOCA. Thus, the discussion of “Where are you from?” in this subsection illustrates the
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dynamic possibility of the utterance beyond static ideological hails that produce fixed subject
positions. In racialized encounters, it operates as a statement of exclusion; within the museum, it
has the potential to be reconstituted as part of a visibility of inclusion: on MOCA’s wall, the
world map is gradually filled with clusters of blue dots, as visitors inscribe their “origins” into an
ongoing collective creation that spans across time. This topological reading emphasizes that
discourse does not simply shift from exclusion to inclusion through ideological change, but
unfolds through folds where spatial arrangements encounter bodies and are reconfigured. This

insight will be further unpacked in Chapter Six in discussing of museum education.
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Chapter 5: Revisiting the Politics of the Oppressed

This chapter is organized into three main sections. The first revisits the leftist political
context of New York’s Chinatown in the late 1970s, focusing on the founding of the New York
Chinatown History Project (NYCHP). It examines how the organization drew on Freirean critical
pedagogy and Gramscian theory of cultural leadership to rethink existing leftist movements in
Chinatown, while highlighting the tensions between the NYCHP’s understanding of political
subjectivity and poststructuralist accounts of subject formation. The second introduces the
concept of the “Pan-Oppressed Subject” to describe how, in the 1980s, the NYCHP situated
Chinese in the United States within broader multi-ethnic and cross-class alliances of “the
oppressed,” while also noting the ways in which discourses of oppression could potentially
constrain the generative possibilities of subject formation. The third section turns to the present
moment, exploring how contemporary anti-oppression politics have been absorbed into existing
structures of governmentality. The use of historical materials and theories in this chapter is not
intended as a review of literature, but rather as sites for critical engagement with leftist politics
across past and present contexts.

Reimagining Activism in Chinatown

The Eight Pound Livelihood project, the Golden Venture oral history project, the Heaven
& Earth exhibition, and many other initiatives by the NYCHP and the Museum of Chinese in
America (MOCA) can be understood as facets of the organizations’ broader political endeavors.
This section explores the intellectual and political conditions that shaped the founding of the
NYCHP in the late 1970s and examines how its founders engaged with Freirean pedagogy and a
Gramscian framework. Together, these subsections demonstrate how the NYCHP emerged

through negotiations with and against existing leftist traditions, reimagining community-based
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activism in Chinatown. While these practices opened alternative possibilities for leftist political
engagement, they also remained in tension with poststructuralist understandings of subject
formation and power.
Exclusionary Practices in Leftist Politics

In the 1970s, some young activists in New York’s Chinatown found themselves
confronting a bewildering situation: the broader political field offered few hopeful alternatives.
Beyond groups on the political right, the progressive options available in Chinatown—such as
the Chinatown Planning Council (CPC)—were unpromising to activists seeking structural
change (Tchen, 1979a). As Tchen notes, the CPC in particular embodies a liberal “model
minority” position: its array of social service programs are largely government-funded and
oriented toward assimilating clients into American society rather than addressing structural
inequalities.*°

Among the more radical leftist groups, prevailing organizations were mired in dogmatic
factionalism and ideological purism. Foucault (1975/1980) criticized the French leftists of his era
for their doctrinaire approach, which stifled conversation and foreclosed creative political

possibilities. Tchen and Lai, who would later co-founded the NYCHP, likewise observed that

0 In an internal correspondence to his peers discussing the political vision of the NYCHP, Tchen (1979a)
commented:
At present, the CPC is the leading “progressive” force within Chinatown. It is able to gain power from its
assortment (smorgasbord) of social service programs which are all financed primarily by the U.S. gov’t.
CPC is made up of an assortment of Kennedy-type liberals who want to improve the community, nine-to-
five social worker-type careerists, really good community people, etc. The basic orientation of the
organization is to adjust its “clients” to the ins and outs of American society. ... The members of the Board
of Directors of CPC are all relatively well to do individuals who all firmly believe in the profit motive and
of assimilating into American society. ... CPC-type liberalism represents the “model minority” position
many middle-class Asian Americans hold. Associated with this group are many professionals and
Democratic Party types. The services which CPC provide do not genuinely, nor effectively deal with the
social problems of Chinatown, nor can they. When funding for Project Hing Dai was jeopardizing CPC’s
fundraising reputation, it was dropped. (pp. 2-3)
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leftist organizations in Chinatown were riven by infighting and exclusion.*! Tchen (2012) recalls
that factional struggles within these groups were highly destructive and unrealistic, preventing
broader community participation: different factions of leftist groups competed for ideological
supremacy, often denouncing one another as counter-revolutionary “enemies of the people”
(01:12:00).

These exclusionary tendencies, shaped by specific historical contexts and reflecting
internal contradictions within the left, often took the form of attempts to define the “true
revolutionary” based on family background, class origin, ethnicity, gender, or cultural identity.
For instance, Lai (2012) recalls that those who did not fit a certain class or upbringing were
marginalized in New York Chinatown leftist movements. American-born Chinese from middle-
class families or those who grew up outside Chinatown were often dismissed and excluded from
political conversations. Lai describes how some local activists judged participants by their class
background, with statements such as, “What the hell do you know? You didn’t live here. ... You
guys are the middle class” (01:43:21). In other words, if someone had not grown up working-
class in Chinatown, their political insights were dismissed. This posture of purity test can be
interpreted as an anxiety over class purity—a strategy that sought to establish political legitimacy

through “origins,” thereby reproducing internal class divisions within leftist movements.

4! Tchen (1979a) was critical of vanguardist radical left groups in Chinatown:

The primary organized left alternatives to CPC have been the party-building groups and grouplets of
Workers Viewpoint (AFE) and the Unity group (former IWK). ... one direction many people went into was
the whole strategy of building a vanguard party composed of the “advanced elements” of minorities,
workers, and students, etc. All have jockeyed for support of China or the Soviet Union or Albania, etc.
They all see their primary task as building up their respective parties for the “coming” revolution. ... These
groups are pretty isolated from the everyday lives of community people in Chinatown. ... The leaders of
these organizations tend to be rhetorical and rigid and attract like-styled individuals. The history these
people write about tends to be simplistic and filled with such words as “oppression” and “primary
contradiction” and “masses.” There isn’t much good research, nor genuine human insight in their history as
propaganda. Although this may change in the future, these party groups tend to be sectarian (i.e., they do a
lot of namecalling, backstabbing, and beating each other up) and unsuccessful in building a real base of
support from the community. (p. 3)
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Besides class-based exclusionary attitudes in Chinatown, divisions within broader leftist
movements were also deeply informed by racial dynamics, particularly the binary of
“White/Non-White.” This racialized perspective reflects a modification of traditional Marxism
through the lens of race. As Fanon (1961/1963) argues, struggles in colonial contexts are not
solely class-based but also fundamentally racial; thus, the liberation of colonized peoples
requires dismantling racialized structures of power alongside economic ones. Hall (2019)
similarly contends that racial factors cannot be reduced to economic relations but must be
understood as one of the multiple structures constituting a society structured in dominance. This
understanding fostered a desire for revolutionary approaches grounded in non-White
experiences, seeking to move beyond Eurocentric discourses and organizational agendas. As
discussed in Chapter Two, the appeal of Maoism to African American radicals, for example, lay
in its Third World framing of revolution, which offered both a symbolic and strategic departure
from White and Western political frameworks.

However, this response created a paradoxical dynamic: while seeking to reject “White”
paradigms, many leftist movements remained intellectually engaged with Marxist and
poststructuralist traditions—frameworks often themselves produced within European contexts
and therefore read, through a racialized lens, as “White.” In the postcolonial theoretical field, for
example, Said (1978) acknowledges that it would be impossible to examine Orientalism without
Foucault’s notion of discourse. He also credits Gramsci’s idea of hegemony as “an indispensable
concept for any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West” (p. 7). Spivak (1999) also
approaches Marxism through poststructuralist ideas. These engagements are not contradictions

but reflections of the historical conditions of global knowledge production, in which anti-
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colonial thought has long been articulated through and against—therefore anchored in—
dominant European traditions.

In the U.S. context, radical left movements tend to occupy a relatively marginal position
within a highly developed capitalist society—unlike the scale they achieved in the Soviet Union
or China during the 20th century. In such constrained conditions, internal boundary-making
around identity can become a more immediate and symbolically resonant mode of political
practice than directly confronting entrenched systems of domination. This tendency toward
internal exclusion reflects the operations of power—knowledge regimes: political movements
establish and reinforce their legitimacy by defining who they are in part through articulations of
who they are not. These exclusionary practices are responses to conditions of marginalization
and political pressure, yet they often reproduce the very logic of domination they aim to resist.
Instead of treating subjectivity as emergent, contingent, and relational—folded through multiple
social surfaces—these practices frequently classify identity into fixed categories. Foucauldian
genealogy highlights that appeals to “origin” and “essence” frequently obscure the contingent
struggles and power relations through which subjectivities are historically constituted (Foucault,
1971/1984). If, as the Deleuzian topology suggests, subjectivity is a continuous process of
folding the outside into the inside, then the act of sealing off boundaries forecloses possibilities
for becoming and risks reproducing the same rigid structures of exclusion they sought to
dismantle.

These exclusionary practices remain salient in contemporary leftist movements. By
contrast, the contemporary far right frequently demonstrates what could be described as tactical
tolerance. Right-wing coalitions are often sustained less by ideological coherence than by a

shared politics of resentment—unifying diverse factions through hostility toward immigrants,
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racial minorities, LGBTQ+ communities, foreign countries, and other perceived threats. As
Abramowitz and Webster (2018) note, negative partisanship enables coalitions to remain united
despite internal ideological diversity, so long as they share hostility toward a common set of
enemies. This dynamic is consistent with what Norris and Inglehart (2019) describe as a
“cultural backlash” that is particularly evident in the post-2016 U.S. political landscape. The
Republican Party—traditionally associated with economic conservatism and fiscal restraint—has
undergone a transformation toward what is often described as a populist movement (Sides,
Tesler, & Vavreck, 2018).

In the post-2024 context, this pattern of tactical tolerance underscores a non-essentialist
perspective for understanding contemporary right-wing politics in the United States. As
Dandolov (2024) demonstrates, White identity politics cannot be regarded as the essential driver
of Trump’s popularity and re-election. Trump’s expanded appeal among various non-White
voters illustrates the flexible alliances characteristic of right-wing populism. Interpreting
Trump’s victories solely as symptoms of White identity anxiety is, therefore, an essentialist
simplification. In the current era, White working-class voters, the religious right, libertarians
skeptical of government authority, and individuals frustrated by left-leaning cultural phenomena
can nonetheless cooperate, even though they represent groups with divergent policy preferences,
as long as they converge on shared grievances.

Cultural Initiatives and Critical Consciousness

If the factionalism in Chinatown politics exhausted activists like Tchen and Lai, another
prevalent approach within the community—pursuing political goals through arts and culture—
was met with similar skepticism. The Basement Workshop, a Chinatown arts collective where

both Tchen and Lai had previously worked, sought to nurture Asian American community pride
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through artistic and cultural projects.*? Yet, Lai (2012) argues that such initiatives did little to
improve the political conditions of people in Chinatown, instead functioning merely as self-
satisfied circles pleasing one another. Reflecting on his experience attending these events, he
recalled watching “lunatics talk about ‘art for art’s sake’ and ‘this picture is worth a thousand
words’” (01:55:40).43

From Lai’s perspective, such collectives failed to identify and confront the specific forms
of oppression facing the Chinatown community. While Lai does not use Gramsci’s terminology,
his criticisms can be understood in relation to the notion of organic intellectuals. In Gramsci’s
(1971) sense, organic intellectuals are politically engaged thinkers who emerge from the lived
experiences of their communities, remain embedded in those contexts, and translate those
experiences into strategies for collective action. From this perspective, Lai regarded the art
initiatives as operating differently: rather than addressing the lived struggles of the oppressed
Chinese population, they seemed to reduce political action to artistic experiments. Consequently,
Lai believed these initiatives remained disconnected from any foreseeable and tangible social
change in Chinatown.

However, such a reading risks overlooking the virtuality embedded in these artistic
initiatives. What may appear as unstructured or irrational creative practices can instead be
understood not as political failures but as responses to the rigidities of conventional leftist
organizational forms. While Lai characterizes them as disconnected and irrelevant to political

realities, these aesthetic actions can also be read through Deleuze’s (1968/1994) notion of

42 Basement Workshop was an Asian American arts collective active from 1970 to 1986. Both Jack Tchen
and Charlie Lai worked at Basement Workshop during the 1970s, where they met (MOCA, n.d.-a).

43 What Lai refers to here is his frustration with artists who either cannot articulate their work or prefer not
to explain it clearly, thereby preventing their artistic production from being translated into political action. His
opinion, however, carries a linguistic bias in that it presumes a direct correlation between signifier and signified and
insists on locating determinate meanings in every artwork.

131



virtuality: a mode of potentiality that is non-representational yet carries the capacity to generate
new forms of life and political subjectivity.

The artistic practices emerging from Basement Workshop were motivated by an effort to
move beyond the fixed labels imposed upon the Asian American movement. A statement from
roughly 1970-1972 articulates this commitment, declaring “refusing to be strait-jacketed” and
the need to “seek new avenues of self-expression” (Yanagida & Huang, n.d.).** Art-making, in
this sense, positioned the Asian American body as a surface of production for forms, movements,
and intensities, and thus opened onto ethical projects of political subjectivation.

Visual works once featured by Basement Workshop offer a glimpse into this tendency:
paintings and sculptures that incorporated Asian visual elements yet did not explicitly foreground
civil rights struggles as thematic content (see Appendix D).*> Although situated within an Asian
American context, these artistic practices enabled possibilities for operating outside the dominant
power—knowledge frameworks of leftist civil rights politics in the 1970s and 1980s. In doing so,
they carried a generative force for modes of subjectivity that remained unformed and
unsystematized, as an open field of virtuality that allowed for political possibilities.

Thus, they did not align with the structured strategies and priorities that Lai sought to
advance, making them appear politically incomplete even as they harbored alternative potentials.
The founding of the NYCHP underscored the importance of conducting critical studies rooted in
the everyday life of Chinatown. Although both the Basement Workshop and the NYCHP

functioned as cultural interventions, their key distinction lay in their relationship to critical

4 The archival document is undated, but the address listed (54 Elizabeth Street in New York) indicates that
it was produced during the period when Basement Workshop was located there, approximately 1970-1972.

45 These works are marked as originating from Catherine Gallery, the home of Basement Workshop from
1980 to 1986 at 22 Catherine Street in New York.
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consciousness. According to Lai (2012), the Basement Workshop failed to define concrete
problems or engage in the co-production of knowledge with the community. The NYCHP was
explicitly committed to this task. Informed by Freire’s (1968/2007) philosophy, the NYCHP
advanced the principle that oppressed people must move from a silenced consciousness to a
critical consciousness—a process involving the naming of experience, dialogical engagement,
and collective organization. The following subsection elaborates on how theoretical frameworks
and historical events converged in the emergence of the NYCHP as a political project.

Political Imagination through Freirean Pedagogy

The last two subsections discussed how, by the late 1970s, Tchen and Lai had questioned
the prevailing modes of activism in Chinatown—either too exclusive, tending to tear the
community apart, or too abstract, failing to make any tangible progress. By 1979, in founding the
NYCHP, Tchen and Lai moved toward a Freirean language grounded in oppression and
education—still within the Marxist spectrum, yet rearticulated in significant ways. Rather than
framing Chinatown’s struggles solely in the existing terms of class and race struggle awaiting a
revolution, they engaged Freire’s (1968/2007) conceptual tools to reconfigure the discursive
conditions under which politics could be imagined and practiced, through dialogue, the naming
of lived oppression, and the linking of reflection with action.

Pedagogy of the Oppressed was first published in English in 1970, introducing a practical
method for empowering illiterate individuals through dialogue and critical reflection. When Dao
(1979), another core founding member of the NYCHP, wrote about the vision for their future
practices, he explicitly referenced Freire’s philosophy of dialogue, stating that the NYCHP
would make “history becomes the method of ‘naming’ the world... organization provides a tool

for collectively changing that world” (p. 1). Freire (1968/2007) conceptualizes literacy as a
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practice of naming the world—a critical act through which individuals come to understand and
transform their social reality. In his account, oppression entails the systematic denial of such
consciousness, and liberation requires that the oppressed first recognize their condition of
subjugation and identify the structures and agents of their oppression as a precondition for
collective emancipation. In Freirean thought, this approach directly opposes the banking model
of education, in which teachers deposit knowledge into passive students. For Freire, therefore,
education is political and carries the responsibility of cultivating critical consciousness and civic
engagement.

This principle directly shaped the NYCHP’s pedagogical orientation. Tchen (1979a)
reflects critically on the vanguardist tendencies of earlier Chinatown leftist movements, which
sought to educate the masses from the top down. Instead, his vision for the NYCHP aimed to
encourage Chinatown residents to identify and articulate the conflicts and contradictions
embedded in their own social experiences through oral history and to engage in critique. He
invoked Freire to imagine breaking down the hierarchy between leaders and masses in political
movements. “The team of Freire’s educators came from the outside to facilitate the process of
self-determination, not to take it over,” Tchen noted, pointedly distinguishing the NYCHP’s
method from that of earlier militant groups (p. 4). In the envisioned project, community members
would themselves become the protagonists of knowledge production and action. This is
exemplified in Chapter Four’s discussion of oral histories collected from laundry workers: by
recounting their experiences of hardship, these elder laundry workers articulated the structural
oppression faced by immigrant labor in the United States. Just as Freire advocates for
reconceptualizing the teacher as a problem-poser—guiding students to uncover the ideological

structures embedded in their own language—the NYCHP likewise positioned itself as a problem-

134



poser, facilitating community recognition of structural oppression with the conviction that raising
critical awareness is itself a form of power capable of catalyzing social change.

Freire’s work resonates in significant ways with poststructuralist concerns, yet important
divergences remain between them. His analysis of the political functions of literacy reflects an
understanding that language is embedded in power relations and historical conditions and
possesses productive force. Education, therefore, is a deeply politicized social practice. McLaren
(1996) cautions that any reading of Freire must remain grounded in the Latin American context
of decolonization and anti-oppression struggles. Freire’s framework is premised on the
historically situated binary of oppressor and oppressed. This binary is deliberately foregrounded
as a necessity of Freire’s political project aimed at mobilizing the oppressed. His engagement
with discourse and power is oriented toward empowering subjects to reclaim agency. This
differentiates his approach from Foucault’s conception, in which the subject has no essential core
but is itself an effect of power.

This difference has been a focal point of critique from critical pedagogy toward
poststructuralism. For example, Berlin (1992), in his reading of Freire, contends that postmodern
and poststructuralist emphases on the denial of truth risk reinforcing existing power structures.
Freire’s philosophy, Berlin argues, offers a conciliatory alternative: even in the absence of
ultimate truths, people must generate provisional formulations through dialogue and continually
negotiate and revise them within democratic communities. This critique parallels the discussion
in Chapter Three of Habermas’s (1985/1987) criticism of Foucault.*® Both critiques tend to

equate the poststructural denial of absolute truth with the denial of the possibility of action.

46 Here the reference is to Habermas’s (1985/1987) critique discussed in Chapter Three of the current
dissertation, where he argues that Foucault reduces knowledge entirely to power, a move that generates a reflexive
dilemma: if knowledge is only an effect of power, then critical inquiry becomes hopeless.
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However, Habermas and Berlin overlooked the forms of action made possible in Foucault’s later
ethics, which is a central concern of the current dissertation.

The pursuit of provisional formulations also appears similar to Spivak’s (1985/1996)
concept of strategic essentialism, discussed in Chapter Two.*’” Both “provisional formulation”
and “strategic essentialism” approaches acknowledge the absence of truth outside power
relations, yet seek to formulate temporary, contingent frameworks within which political action
becomes tangible. From a Foucauldian perspective, however, even these temporary and
collectively endorsed frameworks can constitute the production of a new regime of truth,
implicating the persistent question of who holds the authority to define political programs and to
produce political subjects. The danger, from this view, is that political imagination may become
fixed within the confines of such a program, rather than continually opening onto new processes
of subjectivation in situated practices. As Deleuzian philosophy suggests, the force of political
action does not emerge from a representable identity, but from the flows of becoming and
difference. This tension between critical pedagogy and poststructuralism foregrounds a key issue
in the analysis of the NYCHP’s practice, namely, the extent to which its research on Chinatown
laundry workers moved beyond the Freirean framework of the oppressor—oppressed binary. The
following sections will pursue this issue in greater detail.

Gramscian Politics of Cultural Leadership

Gramsci was another significant theoretical influence on the founding practice of the

NYCHP (Tchen, 1979a). Gramsci (1971) states that “every relationship of ‘hegemony’ is

necessarily an educational relationship” (p. 350). In Gramsci’s framework, hegemony operates as

47 Here the reference is to Spivak’s (1985/1996) discussion in Chapter Two of the current dissertation,
where she introduces the notion of strategic essentialism: the temporary adoption of essentialist language for
political ends within anti-essentialist contexts.
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a form of cultural leadership: the ruling class sustains its dominance not only through economic
and political means but also by exercising leadership in the cultural sphere, thereby shaping the
“common sense” of subordinate social groups.

If Freire’s framework enabled NYCHP founders to imagine the possibility of dialogical
political action grounded in the lived experiences of the oppressed, the Gramscian concept of the
organic intellectual captures the political role of the young historians and activists at NYCHP.
The notion of the organic intellectual highlights the role of education in cultural leadership,
positioning intellectuals as class representatives rooted in the masses and capable of mobilizing
the resources of “common sense” in the service of social transformation (Mayo, 2014).
Compared to the traditional intellectual who defends prevailing modes and practices, the
Gramscian notion defines organic intellectuals as those who, under the banner of struggle,
express dissatisfaction with the status quo, identify the structural roots of political problems, and
articulate systemic alternatives (Getman et al., 2021).

Gramsci’s distinction between “traditional” and “organic” intellectuals shares certain
perspectives with Foucault’s distinction between “universal” and “specific” intellectuals, as both
critically reflect on the social role of intellectuals. However, their epistemological foundations
and political orientations diverge significantly. Gramsci’s discussion follows the episteme of
class politics and the theory of hegemony, critiquing the role of traditional intellectuals in
sustaining the cultural leadership of the ruling class. He calls for organic intellectuals to emerge
from the economic base and historical conditions of subordinate classes. These organic
intellectuals are tasked with providing cultural leadership for their class and engaging in

struggles for hegemony.
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Foucault’s discussion of intellectuals, however, is associated with his power—knowledge
analysis and theorization of subjectivation. Foucault (1977/1980b) distinguishes between the
“universal” intellectuals and the “specific” intellectuals: while the former are associated with
universal and grand emancipatory values, the latter are specialized individuals who engage in
tactical interventions at the specific level of power mechanisms. He challenges the
Enlightenment model of the intellectual as a representative of universal rationality, instead
advocating for intellectuals with local, specialized knowledge to engage in and disrupt micro-
level power mechanisms. His “diagram” of power does not seek to produce a totalizing,
universal knowledge but emphasizes localized and situated engagements—such as those within
medical systems, penal systems, and the domain of sexuality. While Gramscian organic
intellectuals emphasize struggles over class hegemony and cultural leadership, with the aim of
building counter-hegemonic alliances that can ultimately transform social structures—potentially
establishing a new hegemony—Foucault’s specific intellectuals, however, do not aim to establish
a new hegemony, but rather to disrupt and reconfigure particular configurations of power.

Thus, NYCHP members can be understood as organic intellectuals in the Gramscian
sense, who are cultural leaders situated within the lived realities of subordinate social groups,
transforming these experiences into critical and transformative resources that could reorient the
community’s cultural and political leadership. Through Freirean problem-posing pedagogy and
dialogical methods, the organization sought to revisit the historical experiences of Chinese
immigrants with the goal of constructing new forms of cultural leadership within the community.
This process challenged and deconstructed the dominant narratives about Chinatown and shaped
Chinese subjectivity in its own way, as will be further elaborated in later sections.

The “Pan-Oppressed” Subject
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This section examines how the NYCHP’s political experiments in the 1980s fostered a
“Pan-Oppressed” subject of Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans. Moving beyond earlier
ethnocentric frameworks, the NYCHP strategically positioned Chinese in the United States
within a broader coalition of the oppressed, resonating with decolonial thought and cross-racial
alliances as broader political forces. This subject formation opened new possibilities for political
belonging, yet it also risked being reified through the very enclosure of the oppression narrative.
Articulating a Collective Political Identity

During this period, the NYCHP contributes to shaping a “Pan-Oppressed” subject of
Chinese—a collective identity articulated through solidarities with other marginalized groups in
the United States. Although the phrase itself is not used by the NYCHP, it is employed here as an
analytic term to characterize the organization’s approach to subject-making. The NYCHP’s
conception of oppression is closely tied to its fieldwork in Chinatown. When Tchen (1979a)
critiques the dogmatic practices of the radical left, he describes their approach to history as
“simplistic and filled with such words as ‘oppression’ and ‘primary contradiction’ and ‘masses,””
criticizing the reliance on leftist jargon without connecting to the lived experiences of the local
community (p. 3). The concept of oppression nevertheless plays a crucial role in the NYCHP’s
political vision, from its adaptation of Freirean pedagogy to the vision Tchen (1979b) articulates
of empowering oppressed minorities to resist oppressions through the NYCHP’s historical
projects.*® The NYCHP departs from earlier frameworks such as the sojourner hypothesis—

which casts Chinese immigrants primarily in terms of cultural attachment to the homeland—by

8 Tchen (1979b) states his vision of the importance of oral history in anti-oppression movements:

In terms of oral history, part of the immediate benefit of doing it with community people is that people do
not usually think of themselves as being important or ever having been a part of history. ... We must be able
to tap into people’s hopes and aspirations, we must be able to show how an individual’s experiences are not
unique but are social and affected by outside forces, and we must be able to show in what ways people have
resisted exploitation and oppression and how successful they were in resisting. (p. 8)
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positioning Chinese as part of a larger collectivity of the oppressed. In doing so, it re-situates
Chinatown within broader movements for racial and social justice by foregrounding shared
conditions of oppression.

The NYCHP’s effort to construct a broader political subject took shape in response to the
recognition that ethnocentric projects risked isolation if severed from wider political struggles.
As Tchen (1979b) observed at the time of the NYCHP’s founding, initiatives confined to Asian
American concerns “wouldn’t really get anywhere” if disconnected from the broader society (p.
11). Noting that Chinese constituted only “two or three percent of the population” in the United
States, he argued that “they have to deal with society at large and ... hook up with other groups”
(p. 8). Decades later, Tchen (2012) extended this reflection, suggesting that Chinese perspectives
need not be circumscribed by racial boundaries but could find common cause with communities
sharing comparable histories and conditions: “all those parts of the world had a certain kind of
shared story and experience that needed to be understood” (01:00:42).

The idea of being “Pan-Oppressed” extended beyond Chinese ethnocentrism or Pan-
Asianism, embracing a broader vision that recognized “the common roots of oppression in terms
of Western imperialism” (Tchen, 1979b, p. 10).*° This orientation resonated with decolonial
theory and the political currents of the era. Fanon (1961/1963) calls for a decolonial
consciousness forged through the shared experience of oppression, emphasizing that the
dehumanization endured by colonized peoples transcends racial and geographic boundaries.

Fanon frames the experience of colonial subjugation as part of a broader project of human

4 Despite framing oppression as a condition that exceeds any particular racialized experience, Tchen
(1979b) also affirms Pan-Asianism through the lens of shared experiences of oppression, stating:

I also believe that there will be an increasing pan-Asianism which goes beyond the nationality of being

Asian American or Asian Canadian. Pan-Asianism recognizes the common cultural roots of Asians and

also the common roots of oppression in terms of Western imperialism. (p. 10)
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liberation, not confined to ethnic identity. Crucially, Fanon’s conception of solidarity is not
premised on anti-White sentiment. He acknowledges that the colonizer, too, is ensnared within
the identity structures imposed by colonialism. The target of struggle, for Fanon, is not the
individual colonizer but the colonial system itself.

Some leftist organizations that united various marginalized groups—including Fred
Hampton’s Rainbow Coalition and its affiliated groups in 1960s Chicago—likewise did not
racially define themselves as anti-White movements (Middlebrook, 2019). Instead, they sought
to move beyond the singular racial rhetoric of “Black Power” toward a broader notion of “People
Power,” integrating racial and class-based struggles in collective resistance against structural
oppression. These organizations were committed to cross-racial solidarity, including alliances
with White activists, and called on White communities to organize themselves in opposition to
systems of domination. The Rainbow Coalition exemplified what Middlebrook terms an
“autonomous-affiliate organizing model,” in which racially distinct groups maintained their
autonomy while forging strategic alliances. As such, it embodied an action model that combined
principles of self-determination for racially specific formations with a broader practice of cross-
racial coalition-building. The NYCHP’s political orientation also emerges at the intersection of
cross-racial solidarity and a consciousness of Asian self-determination. Having first engaged in
anti-war and leftist organizing within predominantly White groups, Tchen and his peers came to
recognize their own marginalization as Asians within these contexts—an experience that pushed
them to establish specifically Asian American organizations, which later led to the formation of

the NYCHP (Tchen, 1979b).°

50 Tchen (1979b) recalls his involvement in non-Asian organizations during the late 1960s and early 1970s
and his sense of marginalization as a racial minority within these movements:

Don Kao and I were both at the University of Wisconsin involved with a white political organization doing

a lot of anti-war organizing and as women in the organization began to complain about sexism within the
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The work of the NYCHP can be read as an intervention in the processes by which
subjects are formed and re-formed. The organization sought to unsettle the conditions under
which Chinatown was imagined, opening alternative possibilities for political belonging.
Through this reconfiguration, community members were invited to recognize themselves not
only as Chinese but as participants in a broader collective of the oppressed in the United States.
This process of subject formation was not merely theoretical but actively produced through
concrete practices. The NYCHP centered Chinese historical experiences, yet it frequently
collaborated with organizations from other racial and ethnic communities, embodying a practice
of coalition without assimilation. For instance, in 1986 the NYCHP co-hosted events with the
Center for Puerto Rican Studies to highlight parallels between Chinese and Puerto Rican garment
workers’ experiences. Narratives of labor exploitation and discrimination in Chinatown
resonated with the struggles of workers from other communities, revealing shared patterns of
systemic marginalization. Another example was the We the People Roundtable in 1987, which
brought together African American, Latino, Asian, Native American, and White participants to
discuss racism (NYCHP, 1987). By assembling oppressed communities in conversation, the
NYCHP enacted the very subjectivity it theorized: participants were invited to identify as co-
travelers within a shared system of oppression. The NYCHP’s 1989 exhibition Turning Leaves,
which explored Japanese American family histories, further emphasized this orientation by

arguing that Chinese and Japanese Americans, despite cultural differences and historical

organization because all the meetings were dominated by the white, males and people simply didn’t pay
much attention to what the women said, Don and I ended up siding with the women. This was not out of
any enlightenment on sexism, but because we as Asians had experienced the same phenomenon and had
been as yet unable to articulate it as racism towards us. In any case, after trying to get the organization to be
more sensitive to their racism and sexism to its members, we decided to form an Asian American
organization. (p. 1)
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tensions, shared linked histories “from the immigration laws imposed upon our groups, to our
treatment by the dominant culture” (Rony & Kitazono, 1989, pp. 6-7).

In the language of the NYCHP (ca. 1989), these initiatives were framed around a
recognition of “increasingly impermeable racial, class, and ethnic boundaries” (p. 2) and an
aspiration to address them through sustained engagement and dialogue. To foster connections
beyond the Chinese community, the NYCHP spoke of the need for long-term strategies rather
than temporary coalitions formed around specific events or issues. These strategies were
articulated as efforts to “bridge communities and neighborhoods” and to develop a “common
conceptual language to articulate a re-visioning of a shared public culture of New York City” (p.
2). In this vision, historical knowledge was invoked as a tool of empowerment. In this
aspirational framing, participants were encouraged to imagine lateral identifications with other
marginalized groups rather than vertical alignments with exclusively Chinese identities. Such a
vision positioned Chinese as potentially adopting a broader political subjectivity that could
transcend ethnicity.

The history projects of the NYCHP were framed as a central mechanism through which a
new political subjectivity might take shape. The cultural leadership that the NYCHP pursued was
not to speak on behalf of Chinatown residents but to establish a discursive and institutional
framework that allowed participants to articulate their own experiences. Drawing on the
language of critical pedagogy, this framework was imagined as a space of subjectivation.
Through oral history projects, ordinary Chinatown residents were invited to share their stories,
with the hope that such practices could encourage them to recognize themselves as active
political subjects. In this framing, engagement with narratives of oppression and resistance was

expected to foster self-understandings aligned with a broader collective identity.

143



Ideally, each oral history interview could function as a site where participants reflected
on their position within wider systems of oppression. As individuals recounted episodes from
their lives, they were envisioned as producing knowledge linked to the capacity to demand
political change. When the subject of the “Pan-Oppressed” was articulated through narrative
intersections—linking Chinese experiences with those of Puerto Rican garment workers, Black
liberation movements, Japanese American histories, and others—the aspiration was not to
compose a multiculturalist “salad bowl,” but to imagine a dynamic in which one experience of
oppression resonated with another.

Yet the NYCHP’s own interpretive agendas and value commitments shaped which
narratives could be voiced and what forms of subjectivity could emerge. From this perspective,
both the potential and the limitations of the generalized oppressed subject lie in its ongoing and
contingent constitution. While such a subject aims to resist the closure of identity into static
forms that constrain political agency, it must also guard against being reified as another fixed or
transcendent identity. The following subsection will further examine how this “Pan-Oppressed”
subject can be read through a “post-" lens, as well as the challenges and complexities it
encounters.

The Closure of the Oppression Narrative

By defining Chinese primarily through the oppression they endured, the NYCHP
subjectivized them as part of the wider collectivity of oppressed groups in the United States. In
this reconceptualization, Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans were positioned within a
more politicized notion of the “Pan-Oppressed” subject. The identities that emerged from the
NYCHP’s initiatives were assembled through the incorporation of external discourses into

historically and politically modulated self-conceptions. Oral history served as a central
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methodology in this process, providing a framework through which individuals could reconstruct
past experiences and position themselves as political subjects within knowledge production. In
this sense, the NYCHP’s practices exemplify the kind of non-essentialist engagement with
identity that Hall (1991) outlines, as discussed in Chapter Two. Yet this formulation harbors an
internal paradox: by articulating subjectivity through dominant discourses of oppression, it
remained entangled with the very power structures it sought to contest. As a result, it risked
foreclosing alternative possibilities of self-definition and reinforcing those structures of power.
This contradiction arose from the NYCHP’s dual orientation. On the one hand, its leftist
activism drew upon prefigured narratives of oppression; on the other, its intellectual work sought
to unsettle established classificatory regimes. An undated manuscript by the organization’s
founders, for instance, lamented reliance on “antiquated 19th-century rhetorical categories” such
as “oppressive, racist, sexist, authoritarian, and class-bound,” and instead called for new
practices rooted in people’s everyday lives (NYCHP, n.d., p. 1). Nevertheless, elements of the
discourse of oppression remained tied to binary classificatory schemes, leaving unresolved the
question of how far the NYCHP could move beyond the very categories it sought to critique.
Freire’s mobilization of this binary of oppressor and oppressed was not incidental. He
intentionally deployed the categories of oppressor and oppressed to sharpen political awareness
and to clarify both “the agent of the action” and “the responsibility for such action” (Macedo,
2000/2007, pp. 20-21). His framework emerged from the concrete struggles of Brazilian
peasants and illiterate workers. In that political context, naming oneself as oppressed was the
first step toward collective agency, solidarity, and mobilization. More open-ended descriptions of
power relations, in such a conjuncture, might have diffused the focus of collective struggle.

While Freirean pedagogy emphasized dialogical and generative learning processes, these
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strategies were oriented toward a predetermined horizon—Iliberation through the recognition of
oppression.

The NYCHP’s invocation of the “Pan-Oppressed” subject reflects this duality. On one
level, it constituted a discursive innovation that opened potential articulations of Chinese
struggles within multiethnic coalitions. On another level, it reintroduced binary logics,
highlighting a tension between the NYCHP’s framing of an “oppressed subject” and theoretical
accounts that consider subjectivation as a continual becoming without fixed endpoints. The
subject-making process of the NYCHP thus produced a normative “oppressed subject” that
individuals were invited to inhabit, as a structured recognition of one’s position within
oppression.

Ruptures emerged when individuals refused this invitation and disrupted the
predetermined trajectory of recognition. The discussion in Chapter Four about Yip (1989), the
garment worker turned union leader, offers one such example.>! From a Freirean lens, Yip
appears as the “promoted” worker who assumes the overseer’s role and imitates the oppressors
(Freire, 1968/2007, p. 46).>? Such an interpretation reverts to a class struggle narrative that
forecloses, rather than generates, new possibilities: it implies that those who do not acknowledge

their oppressed status are seen either as unenlightened or as belonging to the oppressor class.

5! Here the reference is to Yip’s (1989) oral interview discussed in Chapter Four, in which Yip, speaking as
a successful individual, suggests that rather than blaming discrimination and racism, Chinese women should
strengthen themselves to overcome challenges.

52 In Freire’s (1968/2007) analysis of “the initial stage of the struggle,” he states that “the oppressed” tend
to work toward becoming “oppressors” or “sub-oppressors” (p. 45). He writes:
It is not to become free that they want agrarian reform, but in order to acquire land and thus become
landowners—or, more precisely, bosses over other workers. It is a rare peasant who, once “promoted” to
overseer, does not become more of a tyrant towards his former comrades than the owner himself. This is
because the context of the peasant’s situation, that is, oppression, remains unchanged. In this example, the
overseer, in order to make sure of his job, must be as tough as the owner—and more so. Thus is illustrated
our previous assertion that during the initial stage of their struggle the oppressed find in the oppressor their
model of “manhood.” (Freire, 1968/2007, p. 46)
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Furthermore, for Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans, the category of the oppressed was
not only determined by class but also overdetermined by race. The immobility of racial identity
locked Chinese individuals into the position of the oppressed, projecting racial belonging as an
inescapable destiny. This structure of recognition left little space for dissonant or alternative self-
definitions.

Behind this binary of oppressor and oppressed lies the grand narrative of liberation. This
narrative positions the oppressed as the central subject of historical progress toward eventual
liberation. In so doing, it resembles what Foucault (1969/2010) termed “total history”—a
unifying continuity that genealogy seeks to fragment (p. 13). The liberation narrative organizes
immigrant lives into a linear trajectory of historical necessity, thereby foreclosing alternative
possibilities. Within this frame, the Pan-Oppressed subject, though politically progressive, risks
becoming another classificatory category that continues to discipline subjectivity. Identity
politics, in this sense, remains a terrain entangled in the apparatus of classification and
management through which governance operates.

Critical Discourses and Techniques of Governance

This section examines how anti-oppression politics can be absorbed into regimes of
governance. It situates the analysis within the contemporary political landscape of Asians in the
United States, particularly the debated double bind in which they are neither clear beneficiaries
of diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives nor exempt from structural discrimination. The
discussion then turns to prevailing critical analyses, where essentialist narratives cast Asian
Americans as inevitably returning to racial subordination. Meanwhile, advocates of
heterogeneity propose solutions through finer classifications but risk reproducing classificatory

logics that reinforce state and institutional power. These dynamics are further exemplified in the
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contradictions of the museum, where radical leftist activism is reabsorbed into circuits of cultural
governance, raising the question of how subjects might be imagined beyond the closure of
identity categories.
From Resistance to Regulation

In the current era, politics related to anti-oppression, once part of radical leftist
movements, have increasingly become incorporated into the techniques of governance. Chapter
One begins with a discussion of shifting interpretive frameworks surrounding Chinese
representation in a national museum. Another example can be found in the Smithsonian’s
National Museum of American History (NMAH), which presents Asian American history within
a macro-narrative of American struggle and progress. The NMAH acquired a banner from a
2020 Chinatown rally protesting COVID-19-related racism (Figure 9). The museum interpreted
the banner as expressing the “hopes and fears” of its makers and framed it as a call to build a
“more just shared future” in one of its online articles (Gonzalves, n.d.). By displaying such
artifacts, the NMAH folds grassroots struggles for solidarity into the grand national narrative of
overcoming injustice. This narrative operates as a regime of truth—a discourse that legitimizes
the belief that, despite episodes of racism, the arc of American history ultimately bends toward
justice and inclusion. Visitors are thus expected to be interpellated as citizens who appreciate
cultural diversity while embracing a cohesive national identity grounded in shared ideals of

progress.
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Figure 9. Rallying against Racism [Exhibition]. (2022 — Ongoing). National Museum of
American History, Washington, D.C. Digital photograph taken by A. J. Eakle on March 6, 2025.

Anti-oppression as a form of governance illustrates how the language of resistance can
become an instrument for the reproduction of new regulatory regimes. Rather than treating
particular identities as inherently liberatory, identity can be understood as a contingent site where
subjects are constituted through the operation of governmental technologies. This aligns with
Foucault’s (1978/1991) notion of governmentality—the ways in which power operates by
shaping the conditions under which individuals govern themselves. It also provides a critical lens
for examining the complex dynamics surrounding Asians’ current positioning within the
categories of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI).

In the contemporary political landscape of the United States, the three letters “D,” “E,”

and “T” have come to carry far more meaning than the literal words they abbreviate. As of 2025,
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DEI has become a central site of political contestation and state intervention. Originally designed
as organizational frameworks to promote equitable treatment and inclusion for historically
marginalized groups, DEI initiatives now face unprecedented challenges from the current
administration (Ng et al., 2025). The Trump administration has denounced DEI as “illegal and
immoral discrimination programs” imposed by the Biden administration and has mobilized
political power to resist what it describes as “DEI’s infiltration of the Federal Government”
(White House, 2025). These political interventions have not only reshaped federal policy but
have also exerted coercive pressure on academic and cultural institutions. The survival of DEI
programs in universities has become a point of political leverage in broader confrontations
between the Trump administration and elite institutions such as Harvard (Mao, 2025).

However, contemporary debates around DEI is not to be reduced to a moral binary of
oppression versus resistance or to a simplistic political divide of left and right. Critiques of DEI
have also emerged from within the critical scholarly tradition. While DEI originated from the
radical legacy of leftist political movements, it has been reframed in contemporary institutional
contexts as a tool of human resource management. Drawing from her analysis of diversity
discourse and institutional practice, Ahmed (2012) argues that diversity work not only fails to
transform existing institutional structures but often becomes a technique for managing
difference. From this perspective, DEI functions as a mechanism of organizational governance: it
becomes a symbolic infrastructure that absorbs and deflects critique rather than enabling change.

DEI exemplifies a Foucauldian technology of power. Within the DEI framework,
subjectivity is not shaped through autonomous self-definition but is constituted through a series
of institutionalized technologies, including recruitment policies, evaluative frameworks, and

classificatory regimes. The DEI subject, therefore, emerges through the interpellative force of
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institutional discourse. For individuals racialized as Asian, a common point of uncertainty is
whether they are recognized as legitimate beneficiaries of diversity initiatives. This uncertainty,
which will be examined in greater depth in the following subsections, reveals how external
institutional forces—state regulations, organizational discourses, and bureaucratic procedures—
are folded into the surface of subjectivation.
The Double Bind of Affirmative Action

Many Asian Americans experience a persistent tension in their relationship to DEI, often
feeling that these initiatives fail to benefit them and instead cause harm. This tension is
especially pronounced in debates over affirmative action. In a recent study, while most Asian
American respondents expressed general support for affirmative action, many opposed race-
conscious college admissions, citing concerns about marginalization (Ruiz et al., 2023). In
Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard (2023), plaintiffs argued that Harvard engaged in
discriminatory practices against Asian applicants by implementing implicit quotas and elevating
subjective criteria such as “personality” ratings to suppress Asian American admission rates.

These controversies exemplify what Dong (1995) identified as a double bind confronting
Asian Americans: they are neither beneficiaries of affirmative action policies nor exempt from
structural discrimination. Chu (2016) critiques liberal scholars for failing to fully acknowledge
the structural inequities faced by Asian Americans and interrogates the “negative action” logic
embedded in proportionality-based models of affirmative action, whereby Asian Americans are
penalized for perceived “overrepresentation.” Under this logic, Asian American academic
achievement is recoded not as merit-based success but as evidence of racial privilege, producing
the paradoxical condition in which excellence becomes a liability rather than an advantage.

Gersen (2017) observes that this dynamic forces Asian American applicants into performative
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contortions—compelled to demonstrate that they are more than the stereotype of the diligent
overachiever in order to gain institutional favor. The expectation that Asian applicants should
perform a less stereotypically “Asian” identity exemplifies how external racialized expectations
are folded into the process of subjectivation.

Yet the voices opposing affirmative action—while often framed as defending Asian
American access to selective educational and professional opportunities—can also be mobilized
in service of broader conservative agendas aimed at dismantling racial equity policies. Such
positions may inadvertently reinforce the racialized structure of U.S. society. Wu (1995)
incisively analyzes this dynamic as a form of strategic co-optation, wherein conservative actors
deploy Asian American voices in a “divide and conquer” tactic: “Functionally, the injection of
Asian Americans into the affirmative action debate transforms formally non-cognizable harm to
the white majority into arguably cognizable harm against a colored minority” (p. 272).

As discussed in Chapter Two, this analysis cannot be disentangled from the relative
positioning of Asian Americans within the broader racial order—a dynamic captured by Kim’s
(1999) triangulation theory. During the COVID era, anti-Asian racism activated affective
solidarities across racial boundaries, renewing a sense of common struggle with other
marginalized communities (Chen & Chan, 2025). At the same time, Asian American racial self-
perception often shifted between alignment with Whiteness, sustained by the model minority
myth, and identification with communities of color in response to verbal harassment or physical
assault (Lieng et al., 2024). These dynamics illustrate a recurring narrative about Asian
American racial positioning: while those who align themselves with the model minority myth
tend to see themselves aligning more closely with Whiteness and distancing from other

communities of “color,” direct experiences of racial violence—such as verbal harassment or
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physical assaults during the pandemic—can intensify the perception of marginalization,
prompting greater identification with a broader “people of color” identity. Yet such framings,
common in contemporary Asian American critical theory, risk reifying a new essentialist
narrative. The next subsection will explore the dangers embedded in this essentialism.

The Myth of Essentialism

In contemporary critical scholarship, a frequently invoked narrative arc—exemplified by
Lieng et al. (2024)—depicts the trajectory of racial subjectivity as unfolding through a series of
stages: incorporation into the model minority myth, disillusionment upon confronting structural
racism, and a return to interracial solidarity. While intended as a critique of racial hierarchy, this
arc risks solidifying into a renewed essentialist narrative. It implies that non-White groups are
destined to rediscover their structural subordination, reinforcing a tragic teleology of racial
identity. The narrative that minoritized success is consistently followed by racial backlash and
political awakening may inadvertently reinscribe a fatalistic vision of White supremacy. Rather
than disrupting racial hierarchies, it affirms their permanence, reproducing a form of racial self-
negation under the guise of critical progress.

Thus, although essentialism has long been subject to critique within contemporary critical
studies, it often reemerges in rearticulated forms under the guise of progressivism, making it
more difficult to detect and challenge. For example, the claim that Asian American identity is a
natural essence is relatively easy to dismiss on theoretical grounds, since it runs counter to the
broader political project of asserting agency within identity politics. By contrast, while the claim
that “Asian Americans are structurally oppressed within U.S. society” reflects a historical and
social reality, when reiterated uncritically it risks leaning on the moral authority of progressive

politics in ways that foreclose alternative imaginaries of subjectivity. This predicament recalls
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what Brown (1999) terms “left melancholy,” a condition in which critique becomes ritualized,
and marginality and failure become comfortable zones of identification rather than generative
sites of political possibility. Precisely because they reiterate a position long affirmed within
leftist discourse, it is less readily subjected to critique. The problem, however, is that such
reiteration rarely generates new avenues for political imagination or alternative modes of
subjectivation.

Such narratives frequently constitute a unified and coherent collective subject, whose
experiences of oppression and historical injury are presented as universal and transferable. One
example is a cartoon featured by MOCA as part of its exhibition on community art showcasing
COVID-19 stories (Figure 10). This cartoon depicts a blond, White male wearing a red cap and a
flannel shirt, drinking beer while cheering for a TV broadcast advocating an immigration ban.
Outside, a diverse group of essential workers of color labor relentlessly, delivering food and
packages to the White man during the COVID-19 pandemic. This cartoon embodies the
oppression narrative in which an ungrateful, prejudiced dominant class oppresses the rest of

society, rendering them invisible and underappreciated.
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Figure 10. Vera Chow. (2020). Untitled. [Drawing]. Museum of Chinese in America, New York,
NY. Retrieved from https://www.mocanyc.org/collections/stories/vera-chows-artworks/.
Reproduced with permission from the Museum of Chinese in America (see Appendix C).

While this depiction serves as a satire of the political realities during the COVID-19
pandemic, it also frames identity within an oppressor—oppressed binary by explicitly naming the
enemy. From the perspective of Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987), this narrative bundles
together race, class, and identity into a totalizing formation that is molar rather than molecular. It
designates White right-wing men as the dominant class of society, while automatically assigning
the role of the service class to “people of color”—a broad and sometimes overarching label. The
premise of this oppositional discourse confines identity to an oppressor—oppressed binary,
thereby reproducing existing hierarchies rather than generating new possibilities of becoming.
Furthermore, by juxtaposing the immigration ban on the TV screen with the non-White essential

workers outside as a satirical contrast, it implicitly reinforces stereotypical associations between
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skin color and immigrant status, rather than acknowledging the complexity and diversity of lived
experiences. In doing so, it forecloses the possibility of an open-ended becoming of the subject.

In other words, the historical traumas and structural injustices experienced by Chinese
and other Asian American communities could be understood as contingent, situated within
specific power relations rather than as inherent features of identity. When narratives of suffering
are reified into ontological markers of identity, they risk constraining the imagination of
alternative social relations and foreclosing the possibility of subjectivity as a site of becoming.
Such reification enables these discourses to be absorbed into institutionalized, manageable, and
state-sanctioned frameworks—what Ahmed (2012) describes as non-performative: speech acts
that purport to challenge power but in effect reproduce it. In this way, the progressive narrative
of oppression paradoxically solidifies into a covert form of essentialist discourse—a critical
apparatus that, despite its emancipatory intent, reinscribes the subject within a regulated regime
of truth.
The Myth of Heterogeneity

The emphasis on heterogeneity seeks to address the double bind faced by Asian
Americans, as discussed in the previous subsections. It highlights the paradox of Asian
Americans being simultaneously framed as underrepresented and overrepresented minorities, and
contends that this tension calls for more differentiated analyses of intra-group differences as a
path toward equity. From this perspective, the current DEI approach appears directionally
promising for Asian American politics, yet it requires more precise analytical tools to avoid
flattening or erasure. However, the current dissertation argues that a move toward internal
complexity risks reifying group-based classifications through increasingly intricate forms of

typologizing.
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Some scholars propose that the solution to Asian American’s double bind lies in
recognizing heterogeneity within Asian American communities. Iporac (2020), for instance,
critiques the National Science Foundation’s designation of Asian Americans as “non-
underrepresented minorities,” arguing that although Asians may appear proportionally
represented in STEM fields, such classifications obscure profound differences of ethnicity, class,
and migration background. Similarly, Currier (2024) introduces the notion of “deminoritization”
to capture how Asian Americans are rendered invisible in DEI discourses despite continuing to
constitute a minority in U.S. society. In Currier’s view, Asian Americans’ minority status is
effectively withdrawn because of academic and professional achievement. Currier further
observes that distinctions between East and Southeast Asians, or between refugees and highly
skilled economic migrants, are routinely overlooked, and thus calls for more nuanced
categorization as a corrective. These interventions highlight the limits of homogenizing “Asian
American” as a monolithic category and challenge the model minority myth, yet their proposed
remedy remains tethered to classificatory refinement. Yet such “corrections” to the current DEI
framework also carry risks. Scholars have raised important challenges that complicate a simple
call for disaggregation. Wu et al. (2022) caution that disaggregating Asian Americans may
simultaneously designate some subgroups as underrepresented while excluding others, thereby
generating new forms of marginalization. Pizzolato and Lee (2023) push this critique further,
arguing that the deeper problem lies in the way diversity itself has been tethered to demographic
representational metrics—systems that pit minority communities against one another in
competitive rankings rather than confronting the structural conditions that sustain inequality.

Each of these interventions seeks to repair DEI frameworks through technical

adjustments—by adding categories, refining distinctions, or by shifting emphasis from one term
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to another—yet they remain bound to technologies of governance. It is true that identities such as
“Asian American” or “Chinese American” are diverse, marked by wide differences of language,
class, migration, and political orientation. Yet when heterogeneity is operationalized merely as a
demand for finer sub-categorization, it does not disrupt the classificatory regime itself. Instead of
enabling non-categorical modes of subjectivation, it reaffirms identity as a governable object.
What appears as deconstruction risks becoming a refinement that expands rather than
destabilizes the apparatus of governance.

Foucault (1966/1994) dismantles the assumption that classificatory systems provide
neutral descriptions of reality, showing instead that they are historically contingent systems of
thought. Contemporary discourses of heterogeneity carry a technocratic impulse to divide,
classify, and manage racial identities. By extending the very classificatory logic they seek to
refine, such discourses risk an unbounded exercise in classificatory governance. Kim’s (1999)
racial triangulation model sought to capture Asian American racialization by introducing a third
axis to the conventional Black—White binary. While productive in highlighting comparative
dynamics, the triangular schema risks reifying racial positions through a structurally rigid and
spatialized conception of racial formation. As demands for finer distinctions proliferate in the
name of heterogeneity, the notion of Asian Americans as a singular “third angle” appears
seemingly inadequate: metaphorically, the model would need to expand into quadrilateral,
pentagonal, or other multi-nodal structures to account for the differentiated “types” of Asian
Americans. Yet such elaboration, while descriptively more precise, remains confined within an
identity-based framework that reproduces its own contradictions and exclusions the further it

develops. In this sense, the call for greater heterogeneity in analyzing Asian American political
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positioning amounts less to a Copernican rupture than to a Ptolemaic revision—complicating the
existing model without interrogating its epistemic foundations.

Further, the call for finer classifications of Asian American heterogeneity may reinforce
the stereotype of Asian Americans as perpetual foreigners. As noted in the preceding paragraphs,
this approach often advocates for disaggregating the seemingly homogeneous “Asian American”
category by country of origin, region, class background, or generational distance from
immigration, in an effort to more accurately reflect the political and social conditions of various
subgroups in the United States. However, the practice of categorizing Asian Americans based on
their ancestral homelands—such as Chinese, Korean, or Hmong—suggests that one’s identity
remains tethered to ancestral origins, even after multiple generations of settlement in the United
States. This classificatory tendency does not stop at ancestral identification but extends into
distinctions based on citizenship, birthplace, and proximity to perceived foreignness. An
emerging trend in the American racial landscape involves drawing distinctions between U.S.-
born Asian Americans and foreign nationals of Asian descent. As Currier (2024) observes, this
division is sometimes made “to avoid being mistakenly identified as Chinese and victimized in
the associated backlash” amid escalating U.S.—China tensions (p. 13). Yet this very distinction
can itself become a form of racial scapegoating: it suggests that certain “types” of Asians are
deemed punishable, while others are framed as deserving protection, which reproduces
hierarchies within already racialized populations. In this sense, the invocation of heterogeneity
functions as a managerial technique, reabsorbed into the very classificatory structures it purports
to critique and thereby reinforcing them.

If the prevailing claim to heterogeneity is merely a myth—one that can never deliver the

political transformation it promises—then the task of the present moment is to thoroughly
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reexamine the epistemological reliance on fixed subjects and stable identities as the foundation
of political analysis. Rather than presuming the stability of subjects and mapping their relative
positions, a more radical project would interrogate the very logics of categorization that
undergird such frameworks. This would entail a shift away from a representational paradigm
toward one that foregrounds the contingency, fluidity, and performativity of subjectivity itself.
The Institutional Contradictions of the Museum

The preceding two subsections, which examined essentialism and heterogeneity, have
demonstrated that even critical discourses remain constrained by the existing structures of
governmentality. Within institutional settings, critical museum practices are likewise shaped and
limited by the knowledge—power configurations in which the museum is situated. As discussed
in Chapter Two, New Museology emphasized that museums are not neutral repositories of
objective knowledge but rather key nodes in the mechanisms of power—knowledge. Whether in
the case of The Chinese Merchants painting analyzed at the beginning of the current dissertation
or in the later discussion of the NYCHP and MOCA, museum narratives emerge as products of
specific discursive regimes and power relations.

Museums actively participate in the production of particular subject positions and
cognitive frameworks by delineating the boundaries of visibility and statements—determining
which voices are recognized as legitimate, meaningful, or truthful. In this sense, although critical
museum discourse may generate a sense of “empowered” subjectivity, it potentially fixes
individuals within predetermined identity structures and narrative templates. This dynamic
exemplifies what Foucault (1975/1995) identifies in his mid-career writings as disciplinary
mechanisms: subtle techniques of normalization that operate through institutionalized regimes of

knowledge.
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This raises a recurring dilemma for radical and grassroots political movements once they
become entangled with institutional structures: how to maintain the legitimacy of representing
the oppressed. As grassroots movements transition into museums—tax-exempt entities that are
sustained through external funding—their subversive energies are rendered governable. What
once functioned as radical and transformative expression becomes reabsorbed into the circuits of
power—knowledge.

The recent controversy surrounding MOCA'’s relationship with the Chinatown
community offers an example of this dilemma. Since 2020, a number of community organizers
based in Manhattan’s Chinatown have protested MOCA’s receipt of municipal funding, linking
it to a controversial city development plan to construct a new jail in the neighborhood. Activists
have accused MOCA’s leadership of leveraging symbolic capital to position itself as the
legitimate voice of Chinatown, thereby securing material benefits and institutional recognition at
the expense of grassroots interests (see Appendix E). Critics in particular highlight the
composition of MOCA’s board and its financial ties with real estate stakeholders.>> MOCA,
however, has denied any involvement in the jail project or participation in its decision-making
(see Appendix F). The museum’s annual fundraising gala has also become a flashpoint for

protest (Nayyar, 2024).°* The gala itself, as an aesthetic and social ritual of capitalist

53 From the protesters’ flyer attached as an appendix, the critique is framed as a linkage between prison
expansion, real estate speculation, and Asian American elite collaboration. Yet one of their two main demands—
reopening Jing Fong restaurant in Chinatown, which had a lease dispute with a MOCA board member—translates
this abstract structural critique into a tangible community economic matter.

3 On November 7, 2024, activists from the Coalition to Protect Chinatown and the Lower East Side
protested outside MOCA'’s Legacy Awards Gala, accusing the museum of complicity in the planned Chinatown jail
and the closure of the Jing Fong resturant, as well as benefiting from a $35 million fund (Nayyar, 2024). Protesters
also criticized MOCA board members’ ties to real estate interests and labor disputes. In response, MOCA leaders
emphasized that the museum shares concerns about displacement and community preservation and called for
constructive dialogue.
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philanthropy, demonstrates a profound tension between MOCA’s commitments to grassroots
leftist politics and its embeddedness in institutional structures of wealth and prestige.

It would be overly reductive to frame the protest, launched in the name of Chinatown
community members, as simply another instance of grassroots resistance against institutional
power. The critique of MOCA'’s failure to represent “the community” rests on the assumption
that the community can, in fact, be spoken for as a unified whole. Yet this very claim to
representation reproduces the logic of governance. Assertions such as “we are the real
Chinatown community” or “you cannot represent the community” stand in tension with a
genealogical perspective, which rejects the notion of a self-evident, historically continuous, and
unified community. From a Deleuzian standpoint, community is better understood as a process
of continuous becoming shaped through the folding and unfolding of multiple forces. For this
reason, the protests against MOCA is not to be romanticized as expressions of an original
political authenticity.

These contested conditions make visible the paradox faced by MOCA and other cultural
institutions that claim activist or progressive aims: on the one hand, they must carry forward the
legacy of leftist politics and honor their commitments to community liberation; on the other
hand, they must navigate entanglements with the state, capital, and broader regimes of
governance as a museum. In this vein, whether the museum adopts a traditional narrative of
neutrality or the more progressive strategies of critical museology, museum visitors are always
already embedded in broader regimes of governance.

This returns to a question raised in Chapter Three: if the subject is always already
constituted through power—knowledge regimes, how can practices of self-formation escape the

reproduction of those structures? This is where Foucault’s ethics and Deleuze’s topology of the
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fold attempt to open new directions. Rather than seeking a position outside power, a topological
approach to subjectivation understands the subject as an ongoing surface of folding—where
external structures of power and knowledge are continuously reconfigured as self-relations. From
this perspective, the museum is not a site of representation but a space of becoming where
subjectivities are folded, unfolded, and refolded. This enables a shift in inquiry, from evaluating
whether the museum is incorporated into power, to mapping how it participates in the

configuration of subjectivity.
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Chapter 6: Toward a Horizon of Open Subjectivation

In Chapter One, two interrelated research questions were posed that have guided the
current dissertation. The first concerns how the visibilities and statements reflected in the
historical work of the New York Chinatown History Project (NYCHP) and the Museum of
Chinese in America (MOCA) have shaped the particular formation of Chinese immigrant and
Chinese American subjectivities. The second asks what conditions of possibility enabled these
visibilities, statements, and subject formations to emerge, and how they are connected to broader
social and political forces. These two questions were addressed in Chapters Four and Five
through examinations of how NYCHP and MOCA participate in knowledge production and
engage with broader political forces. These discussions challenge the fixed identity categories
applied to individuals.

This final chapter turns to how the theoretical discussions of the preceding chapters open
up the possibility of conceptualizing subjectivation as an ongoing project, and how such
discussions may be interpreted within the future of educational studies. It begins by considering
how a poststructuralist perspective might move beyond existing institutional critiques in museum
education research, shifting toward an inquiry into how subjects generate new possibilities of
becoming within museum spaces. It then turns to the ethical project derived from Deleuzian
ontology, which offers a non-hegemonic way of reimagining the role of education in
subjectivation. Finally, the chapter looks ahead, suggesting that the affective turn holds
significant potential for future studies of subjectivity.

The Horizon of Becoming Beyond Institutional Critique
One of the arguments developed in earlier chapters of the current dissertation is that

critical narratives risk being reabsorbed into the very structures of governmentality they seek to
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contest. When applied to institutional critiques of museums, this insight calls for a
poststructuralist reorientation of museum studies: moving beyond the framing of the museum as
an apparatus of the state, capital, or cultural hegemony, and instead attending to the processes of
subjectivation that take place within museum spaces. Such a perspective does not constitute a
reactionary departure from critical narratives but rather an expansion of their scope by shifting
the analytic focus from institutional critique to the generative conditions of subject formation.

This “post-" inquiry begins where critical approaches have unsettled what was once taken
for granted, extending to the questions left unaddressed by critique. As discussed in detail in
Chapter Two, the frameworks of critical museum studies—drawing on traditions of critical
theory and poststructuralism—have illuminated the museum’s role in state governance (e.g.,
Bennett, 1995; Hooper-Greenhill, 1992/2003). Such genealogical and critical interventions have
laid the groundwork for rethinking museum education: the museum is not an objective container
of knowledge. Building on these critiques, the preceding chapters of the current dissertation
employ a topological perspective of folding to reexamine the museum, shifting from a
genealogical problematization of existing power relations toward an ethical project of
subjectivation that asks how new subjectivities might be generated beyond those relations.

A poststructuralist approach to museum education highlights how students and visitors
are engaged in the ongoing negotiation of their relation to self within the museum. This means
that the museum is not simply an ideological apparatus through which the state interpellates
individuals, nor can education in the museum be reduced to the transmission of knowledge or to
a mechanism of governmental discipline from institutions to individuals. Rather, the museum
serves as a site of subjectivation, where individuals exercise technologies of the self. It can thus

be understood as a “central chamber” in Deleuze’s (1986/2006) terms (p. 123). This generative
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site of subjectivity is where external forces are folded into the individual, establishing the
conditions of possibility for “becoming” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980/1987). In this sense, the
focus of museum studies shifts from mechanisms of representation to sites of convergence—

where multiple forces intersect and processes of becoming unfold (Figure 11).%

Figure 11. A “Post-" Museum [Charcoal on paper, 9 x 12 in.]. From the author, 2025.

55 This drawing aims to provide a visual illustration of how subjectivation might take place within the
museum space when approached through a poststructuralist lens: as a convergence of multiple forces within the fold
without fixed boundaries or structures. From this perspective, education in the museum does not operate as power
directly projected onto individual visitors through binary mechanisms such as “receiving,” “reflecting,” or
“internalizing,” all of which imply the linear flow of forces between the inside and outside of the visitor’s body.
Utilizing charcoal as the medium that is capable of evoking a diffuse and non-linear aesthetic, the drawing also
visualize ideas discussed in later sections regarding how affective forces traverse a “Body without Organs,” the
concept described by Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987). The physical space depicted was partially inspired by the
2017-2018 exhibition FOLD: Golden Venture Paper Sculptures, discussed in Chapter Four (Figure 6).
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This non-representational perspective frees cultural institutions from being bound by the
persistent dilemma of legitimacy, redirecting attention toward other possibilities. From this
standpoint, critical statements such as “MOCA can no longer represent Chinatown”—as
protestors mentioned in Chapter Five would argue—are grounded in the politics of

29 ¢

representation. Such claims rest on the assumption that categories like “community,” “culture,”
and “identity” are stable and homogeneous entities, rather than recognizing that these categories
are themselves effects of power. Problems of representation—who can speak and who is
silenced—are themselves folded within power structures; it is therefore unsurprising that
political debates framed in representational logics lack the capacity to exceed or escape power. A
“post-" perspective of becoming, by contrast, offers a way to move beyond this limited political
imagination: instead of remaining bound to the reductive logic of representation, it attends to the
conditions and possibilities of becoming.

Thus, discussions of museum education can shift toward examining how practices of
subjectivation become possible within this topological educational space. Such an approach
neither neglects the governmental function embedded in the museum’s power structures nor
dismisses the subversive intent of critical education directed against them. Rather, it approaches
them as sites of folding that carry Deleuze’s (1968/1994) notion of virtuality. What was once
understood simply as an act of discipline can now be seen as external forces folding into the
individual, creating potential points where new folds and new forms of subjectivity may emerge.
This perspective therefore opens another intellectual horizon: it asks how museum visitors—by
following or deviating from the museum’s discursive and non-discursive pathways—may
generate new possibilities of existence through reconfigurations of the self.

Reimagining Subjectivity and Education Beyond Hegemony
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The discussions in Chapters Four and Five of the current dissertation demonstrate the
reliance of critical studies of museums on the canonical concept of cultural hegemony. When
critical museum scholars pose the question of “how do museum narratives reproduce dominant
power relations?”, the theoretical foundation of this inquiry lies in the role of cultural institutions
in shaping common sense and legitimizing particular representations of history and identity.
Similarly, when critical pedagogy theorists describe education as a site of resistance, the very
conditions of such struggle arise from education’s embeddedness within cultural hegemony.
From a Gramscian perspective, education does not stand outside hegemonic processes but
operates as a key site where dominant values are reproduced and, through practices of critical
pedagogy, where counter-hegemonic practices may emerge.

Thus, the hegemonic perspective of institutional critique presupposes a recognizable
power apparatus and often implies a grand narrative of substituting an old hegemony with a new
one, in the name of liberation. In this framing, hegemony points to a total war: the subject is
reduced to a medium of struggle, while education is rendered an instrument for producing
consciousness and mobilizing forces.

Foucault’s microphysics of power offers an approach that moves beyond the hegemonic
perspective. In his power—knowledge framework, power is not possessed by a centralized
hegemony but is instead a diffuse mechanism that involves everyone. While Foucault also
developed what Deleuze (1986/2006) called “diagrams”—maps of power relations—these
diagrams often reveal systemic logics of governance. Yet his aim was not to locate a unified core
of oppression or to reconstruct an alternative hegemony. Rather, Foucauldian genealogy
persistently interrogates the processes through which human beings are transformed into subjects

(Foucault, 1982). In Foucault’s later ethical turn, the focus shifted to the possibility of shaping
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one’s relation to oneself through technologies of the self. In both genealogy and ethics,
subjectivity emerges as a situated practice rather than an a priori political position. This
trajectory reorients power analysis from a non-hegemonic perspective. It represents an attempt to
move away from grand narratives and return to the microphysics of power, entailing a shift from
collective counter-hegemonic struggles to individualized ethical practices.

Within the context of education, this perspective approaches students as subjects always
in processes of Deleuzian becoming. Even discourses that invoke education as liberation often
remain entangled in pre-existing structures of power. Contemporary critical pedagogy and
identity politics, while important responses to marginalization and oppression, tend to emphasize
the affirmation of group identity along with demands for political representation. The challenge
lies in the dilemma that once an oppressed or marginalized identity is fixed into a set of
essentialized cultural traits, it risks restricting the openness of subject-production.

From an ethical perspective, students are capable of reconfiguring their subjectivity
through practices of technologies of the self. Current education theories often situate learners
within structures of race, gender, class, or other categories, positioning them as recognizable
objects of classification. A topological understanding of subjectivation does not neglect these
differences but refuses to equate the subject with them. In other words, identity does not serve as
the anchor point of political action but as a starting point for new processes of becoming.

This contingent and fluid “self” resonates with Deleuze’s ontology. Within such an
ontological framework, education can be reimagined as an open, unstructured, and generative
space. Conventional education, when anchored in classificatory concepts such as identity, tends
to solidify into a stratified body—a structure organized into predetermined functional blocks.

Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987) introduced the concept of the Body without Organs (BwO) as
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a body freed from all structures, existing as a pure field of intensities. If education were imagined
as entirely unbound from structuralization, it could approach a BwO-like smooth space: a site of
practice that is continually reorganized and reshaped, a form of “education without organs”
(Eakle, 2017). Such an education would not be defined by predetermined pathways of
knowledge or curricular systems but rather by a field of intensities. In Deleuze’s (1968/1994)
sense, it is the productive dimension of difference.
Learning as Ontological Becoming

The discussions undertaken in the first two chapters are connected to the ontological
inquiry proposed in Chapter Three of the current dissertation through a Deleuzian philosophical
lens. If the educational space of the museum no longer carries the burden of institutional critique,
and if education is no longer positioned as a tool for either dismantling or reconstructing
hegemony, then the question arises: in what form can a poststructural mode of learning
emerge—one that is unstructured, generative, and open-ended? In other words, if the previous
discussions have focused on interrogating how subjects are constituted and enclosed within
discursive and non-discursive regimes, it would appear that the next step is to consider how
individuals might begin to move beyond such structures and open new possibilities for their lives
by rethinking contemporary educational practices. This attempt, however, carries tremendous
methodological tension, because proposing solutions risks reconstructing the very “organs” that
poststructuralists aim to unsettle in the “body.” Thus, the aim here is not to prescribe a handbook
of actions, but to suggest modes of thinking toward a “post-"" ontology for education, while
retaining the methodological awareness of “post-" research.

Earlier discussions in previous chapters already offer preliminary trajectories for such

inquiry. In Chapter Two, Hall’s (1991, 1996) conceptualization of identity as a provisional and
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localized crystallization of differences signals a loosening of identity as a fixed ontological
category, even though Hall still uses the reconfigured “identities” as temporary speaking
positions. In Chapter Four’s articulation of transnationalism, Tudor’s (2017) notion of
“transing”—despite still operating within recognizable representational markers of gender and
nation—frames subjectivity as an ongoing process of becoming without origin or endpoints.
These attempts enact destabilizations of existing knowledge from socio-cultural perspectives
within poststructuralist ontology.

In educational studies, such ontological reimagination extends toward what the previous
section describes as dismantling the “organs” through which the educational system has
historically operated. For Deleuze and Guattari (1980/1987), organization converts the body into
an organism with fixed organs and functions, thereby blocking its possibilities of becoming. In
educational terms, the routine structures of schooling—curricula, evaluations, learning tools—
function as “organs” that territorialize learning into predetermined roles and trajectories. What
allows these organs to persist is a representational ontology that underpins the conventional
episteme of education. As Chatzantonis (2021) argues, traditional educational theory remains
dominated by representations: learning is imagined as the acquisition of pre-established
knowledge, and teaching is organized around predetermined goals. Under this paradigm, learning
functions as an instrumental mediation that bridges a fixed subject with fixed knowledge.
Education becomes a structured space because different roles have been assigned within such an
ontology: learner, educator, object of study, and intended outcome.

Within Deleuzian philosophy, which dismantles the structural roles of education, learning
itself can be understood as a topological space of becoming. Knowledge is the temporary crease

that emerges through the folds of learning. Those stabilized roles in education, such as learner,
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teacher, learning, or knowledge, are therefore destabilized from this ontological viewpoint. Just
as the concept of folding imagines the so-called inside and outside as one continuous surface of
subjectivation in becoming, learning becomes a continuous space of becoming rather than a
chain of mediations between educational subjects and objects. This shift does not suggest that
subjects lack agency in learning. Rather, it refuses to accept the current positionalities of the
subject produced by existing power relations, allowing new capacities of learning to emerge
within a generative state of becoming.

This conceptualization returns to the illustration of educational space in Figure 11, which
depicts the museum as a diffuse and non-linear space of becoming. Within such a space, visitors,
exhibits, and curatorial discourse no longer operate as sets of functional “organs” directed toward
linear outcomes, but instead form an educational space without division by organs. Engdahl et
al.’s (2021) study of dance education through Deleuzian perspectives offers an example of how
such pedagogical practice can exist. In their experimental creative dance lesson, the body is
neither reproducing pre-existing dance movements nor tasked with expressing predetermined
emotions. Dancing bodies become spaces of emergence that produce forms of creativity that are
nonlinguistic and pre-representational. The body is no longer seen as a mediation of learning,
because learning itself becomes a site of subjectivation. There is no need to differentiate
traditional educational components such as learner, learning content, and evaluative outcomes
any longer, because the body becomes one continuous topological space that needs no division,
generating movements of uncertainty and pre-consciousness.

Affective Turns toward the Future of Subjectivation
When the exploration of Foucauldian subjectivation is brought into dialogue with

Deleuzian ontology, new research trajectories become possible: trajectories that move beyond
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power—knowledge analysis into nonlinguistic, pre-representational realms. Foucault’s
archaeology and genealogy primarily investigate the conditions of visibilities and statements,
revealing the contingent historical formation of regimes of representation. Foucault (1973/1982)
destabilizes the referential relation between language and image, exposing the contingency of
representational systems. Yet the task of developing an ontology that would move beyond
representation remains unfinished in his late ethics. Deleuze (1970/1988), extending Spinoza’s
notion of the body’s power to affect and be affected, reconceptualizes affect as a pre-personal,
pre-conscious intensity distinct from emotion. This conceptual trajectory laid the theoretical
groundwork for the contemporary affective turn, enabling works such as Massumi’s (2002,
2015) emphasis on affect’s autonomy from signification and emotion. Therefore, explorations of
subject formation outside the representational domain become possible.

With regard to the problem of subjectivation, the concept of affect opens new
possibilities for elaborating on Foucault’s ethics. As Deleuze (1986/2006) suggests, Foucault’s
late work points to a third dimension irreducible to knowledge and power. This third dimension,
articulated as the relation to oneself, is described by Deleuze as the “inside of the outside,” an
effect of folds (p. 97). In this sense, the relation to oneself can be understood as a generative
effect of such folding. The key question, then, is how this process of folding operates upon the
subject to render subjectivation possible in ways that cannot be reduced to representational
frameworks.

The concept of affect offers a molecular-level approach through which processes of
subjectivation can be understood. As emphasized in Chapter Two, Deleuze understands affect as
a pre-conscious, pre-personal force that has not yet been named or organized into emotion. At a

level that is neither visible nor articulable yet, affect functions as an unstructured generative
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mechanism, opening another pathway for understanding the formation of subjectivity. It exceeds
the domains of visibility and statement, where Foucault’s archaeology and genealogy delineate
the historical formations constituted through power—knowledge relations. This does not imply
that the subject can entirely escape power—knowledge. Rather, it suggests that processes of
subjectivation may unfold differently at the edges of power—knowledge, where open becoming
remain possible.

Beyond ontological inquiry, this affective turn also opens crucial directions for
understanding education as a site of subjectivation. Semetsky’s (2009) research on affective
knowledge argues that, even before learning becomes conscious, affective forces already
modulate a body’s capacity to affect and to be affected. Learning, therefore, is not the
accumulation of pre-existing knowledge by a pre-existing subject, because the subject itself
emerges through encounters that force thought and actualize virtual potentials. In this sense,
learning becomes a process in which the affective, pre-conscious, and pre-personal dimensions
of experience create the very conditions under which new forms of subjectivation may arise.

These approaches provide a direction for thinking subjectivation within a poststructuralist
horizon. If Hall’s (1996) account of identity politics emphasizes strategic and provisional forms
of negotiation, St. Pierre and Pillow’s (2000) notion of “working the ruins” suggests that, once
the crises of representation and legitimation have unsettled grand narratives, a return to a stable
regime of truth is no longer possible. Instead, inquiry among the ruins proceeds within the
instability of concepts, treating that instability as an opening for critique and for the reinvention
of different ways of knowing and living. In this light, the problem of moving beyond fixed
identity categories, and thus making subjectivation an open project, is carried into an open and

indeterminate field.
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Francisco’s Old Chinatown” Chinatown History
57 | Exhibition Version 3 Project ca. 1988 2 Pages
“Turning Leaves: The Family
Albums of Two Japanese New York
American Families” Chinatown History
58 | Exhibition Catalogue Project ca. 1989 7 Pages
“The Chinatown-Harlem
Initiative: A Multi-Cultural &
Educational Plan for Building | New York
Mutual Understanding in New | Chinatown History
59 | York City” Version 1 Project. (presumed). | ca. 1989 10 Pages
“The Chinatown-Harlem
Initiative: A Multi-Cultural &
Educational Plan for Building | New York
Mutual Understanding in New | Chinatown History
60 | York City” Version 2 Project. (presumed). | ca. 1989 4 Pages
Press Release for “Turning
Leaves: The Family Albums New York
of Two Japanese American Chinatown History
61 | Families” Exhibition Project ca. 1989 3 Pages
New York
“Report on the Chinatown Chinatown History
62 | Harlem Initiative, 1989-1990” | Project ca. 1989 4 Pages
New York
“Asian American Theory and | Chinatown History
63 | Practice” Project. (presumed). | No Date 1 Page
R. Takashi
Yanagida & Arlan
64 | Basement Workshop Letter Huang No Date 1 Page
““‘We the People’ and Others:
Duality and America’s
Treatment of its Racial
65 | Minorities” Book Review Unknown No Date 4 Pages
“From Basement to Godzilla:
66 | The Legacy of Asian Unknown No Date 1 Page
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American Activism in the
Arts”

“New York Chinatown New York
History Project” Bilingual Chinatown History
67 | Brochure Project No Date 12 Pages
“Working Lives of Chinese New York
American Women” Chinatown History
68 | Manuscript Project. (presumed). | No Date 8 Pages
“A Synopsis of Interviews
69 | with Mr. Leung Sin Jung” Unknown No Date 6 Pages
“A Sample Editing of David
70 | Chin’s Interview” Unknown No Date 6 Pages
71 | “Ming Mar’s Ghost Story” Unknown No Date 2 Pages
Preface to Leung Sin Jung’s
Oral History, Written in
72 | Chinese Unknown No Date 7 Pages
Preface to Leung Sin Jung’s
Oral History, Written in
73 | English Unknown No Date 23 Pages
Leung Sin Jung’s Oral Leung Sin Jang.
74 | History, Written in Chinese (presumed). No Date 89 Pages
Genia Blaser,
Interviewed by the
Museum of Chinese
75 | Genia Blaser Oral History in America No Date 0:38:14
TiHua Chang,
Interviewed by the
Museum of Chinese
76 | Ti Hua Chang Oral History in America No Date 0:32:43
Fernando Chang-
Muy, Interviewed
Fernando Chang-Muy Oral by the Museum of
77 | History Chinese in America | No Date 0:33:54
Cindy Lobach,
Interviewed by the
Museum of Chinese
78 | Cindy Lobach Oral History in America No Date 0:23:40
Joan Maruskin,
Interviewed by the
Museum of Chinese
79 | Joan Maruskin Oral History in America No Date 0:37:43
Elizabeth OuYang,
Interviewed by the
Elizabeth OuYang Oral Museum of Chinese
80 | History in America No Date 0:29:58
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Zehao Zhou,

Interviewed by the

Museum of Chinese
81 | Zehao Zhou Oral History in America No Date 0:43:36
82 | Flyers from Catherine Gallery | Unknown No Date 1 Page
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Appendix C. Image Use Permission from the Museum of Chinese in America

215 Centre Street New York NY 10013 T 212 619 4785 F 212619 4720 E info@mocanyc.org
MUSEUM

OF

CHINESE

IN
AMERICA

Date_06_/_27_/_2025_

PERMISSION TO USE AGREEMENT

Purpose of Use o Non-profit o Commercial @ Academic o Exhibition o Personai

Requestor Name: William Zhiwei Zhou

Organization/Firm: George Washington University
Address: 605 Avenida Villa Hermosa, Unit 202. Santa Fe, NM 87506

A Genealogy of Subject Formation in and around Education at the Museum of Chinese in America
Title of the Work: _(tentative title; subject to change)

December 2025 (Expected)

Date Expected:

Description of Use: Reprint of images in Doctor of Education (EdD) dissertation

Terms of Condition

1. Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA, “the Museum”) does not grant exclusive rights. It is un-
derstood that this permission is for one-time, one-edition, one-medium, one-project, one-language use
only, unless specifically noted on this agreement. Foreign broadcasts and websites uses are not included
unless otherwise stated in this permission agreement.

2. Required Credit Line: Courtesy of (Details see below chart) , Museum of Chinese in
America (MOCA) Collection. The credit line shall be used either adjacent to the image or in a place for

credits.

3. Images furnished by the Museum may not be cropped, manipulated, overprinted, tones, sil-
houetted, bled, or altered in any way without prior written permission from the Museum. Re-
quests must be received in writing with a layout of the proposed alteration prior to publication. If ap-
proved, detailed reproductions must be identified as such in the credit line.

4. One copy of the work must be sent to MOCA upon publication. The requestor authorizes MOCA on
an unrestricted basis to preserve and offer researcher access to the work in its reference library and
archives, as well as use or display in museum education, exhibition, marketing, and programming. The
copy should be sent to the Museum of Chinese in America, 215 Centre St., New York, NY 10013, atten-
tion Ms. Yue Ma. If digital, a link should be sent to Collections@mocanyc.org.

5. In providing permission to use the Work(s), MOCA does not assume any responsibility for in-
fringement of any copyright or of any publication rights held by others. If the image is still under
copyright and the copyright is not held by MOCA, the requestor must seek permission from the creator of
the work or from the current copyright holder. The requestor will hold the Museum harmless from any
action involving or arising from any claim relating to the infringement or alleged infringement of the rights
of an author, illustrator, photographer, creator, or his or her heirs or descendants, representatives, agents,
designees, and/or subsequent copyright holders in common law or under statutory copyright.
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The requestor agrees to abide by the conditions above and to pay the usage fee. If agreed, please
complete, sign and return all copies to MOCA. A countersigned copy will be returned to you when

permission is granted.

Signature of Requestor D‘U’//"m‘\zé'l/hﬂ/; 24 YS Date 6 / 27 / 2225

Permission is hereby granted provided the Requestor meets the condi?ons listed above and paid the
use fee.

MOCA staff 5%,;} ,% gfm Date 6/27/2025

Description of materials requested:

} Object Number [ Object Description | Credit Line
\ : '

| 2020.022.001 I “Immigration Ban” cartoon by Vera Chow | Courtesy of Vera Chow, Mu- |
} } | seum of Chinese in America |
| \ | (MOCA) Collection.

|

; i
|

j n/a 1 Fly to Freedom exhibition publicity photograph \ Courtesy of the Museum of |
[

| Chinese in America (MOCA). |

w ‘ ;
| 1

20f2
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Appendix D. Flyers from Catherine Gallery, the home of Basement Workshop from 1980 to
1986. Collected May 22, 2024.

L == "= ,,,,7_::.:,_3,——————

Asii
|

| Nixon
'S
of Chi
ens U,
ations,

win tt

o

’ e nmign
“Portrait of a Girl with s.

Chinese Flowers”, TOMIE ARAI o
: 2 a1

ton, €

sest

“Across Water”, LELSANNE
Doo. Acrylic.

gl “Sky Dragon”, CISSY PAO.

e

Blee SR NE
“Fight or Flight”, MARGO
MACHIDA.

213



Appendix E. Bilingual Flyers from Protesters at the Entrance to the Museum of Chinese in
America. Collected October 1, 2023.

WHO IS KILLING ™7,
CHINATOWN?!

e

JONATHAN CHU

Mega-landlord Jonathan Chu has been profiting off displacing residents, workers, and
small businesses from Chinatown:

o The Museum of Chinese in America (MOCA), where Chu is Board Chair, bargained for
$35 million from the City in a deal to build a 30+ story mega-jail in Chinatown. The
Museum lends an Asian American face for the City's criminalization of the working
people in Chinatown and the Lower East Side.

e Along with his father Alex Chu, Jonathan Chu evicted the original big Jing Fong
Banquet Hall, a Chinatown community center, destroying a hundred good jobs and
decreasing foot traffic to surrounding small businesses--to turn it into his next luxury
project!

e Chu pushed for the Soho/Noho Upzening to include his Chinatown properties. He
gained 100s of millions of dollars in air rights for his properties in Chinatown
while helping the City raise rents & property taxes for everyone else.

WE DEMAND JONATHAN CHU & MOCA

1. Return the City’s dirty $35 million of jail money that MOCA received, to
support Chinatown smaill businesses!
2. Re-open the big Jing Fong at 20 Elizabeth Street!

WHAT YOU CAN DO

e Boycott Chu family's businesses: MOCA, Hotel 50 Bowery, EastBank, and 3
restaurants: Chikarashi, Nakaji, & Kono.

e Join the picket line, Thursday through Sunday, Tlam-2pm in front of MOCA.

e Donate to the Jing Fong workers fund at bit.ly/jingfongworkers

e Support the Chinatown Working Group Plan that would systematically protect our
community from future displacement. CHINATOWNWORKINGGROUP.COM

LEARN MORE

The Coalition to Protect Chinatown and the Lower East Side: peoplefirstnyc.org
Youth Against Displocemem‘:youih_againsi_displacemeni, yadinfo.carrd.co
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——y A
Jonathan Chu
AU FEERANEAC, BIETEAGTHNEE. TAFNEFRRABCSE

)

o fEAEEEABYE (MOCA) MEREEE, HMEWERRTH
FFEY 3500 HRTHER, SZRERAGEEI0ENEREEMR. 81
ERRAUEAMRARNGH, SHFHPRERENTRENERSIER

o AERXELLETRARANRIESFENER (FWPAHE203)
SBB0BRITRETR. HEKRERER. HLENTARL, tBRmAE
B E R

o fulfEsh [FREXEHSGER] KAVFEIEESSEE, Mimitfbayit ™
LS EZRE, HEBmRaERERNE AL,

FI11tXERiEEHETMOCA:
1B FRY35007 MR SRR HE Bt KR B s RN TAFNEF
2. BFFEWPAE205 M AR B

FRIPARBIRE, 5F:
o EFERREMNER: XEEABYE (MOCA). RIRS0SERE. AKRE
17, M==REME: Chikarashi, Nakaji, & Kono

. Dﬂ)\?ﬂﬁﬁ EIIEEIE B EnmETF2m REEAEYIE IR

- EREFFNETH B IETA! bit.ly/jingfongworkers
o 5 ("“EI(’F&E:EE&JEF*] , MIRARIPERN TRBABET!
CHINATOWNWORKINGGROUP.COM

HIEIERIA TR,
RIPLEIBFI T RIMEL R (peoplefirstnyc.org)
FB AREIT (IG: youth_against_displacement, yadinfo.carrd.co)
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Appendix F. Flyers from the Museum of Chinese in America Regarding the Protest. Collected
October 1, 2023.

Protest FAQ

Thank you for visiting this page and exploring the complicated issues surrounding the protest. This
unfortunate situation is a result of a combination of many nuanced and competing issues including a long
history of local community disenfranchisement and varying strategies for achieving social justice. Please
note we are not trying to speak for or represent the protestors. This page aims to provide clarity and
transparency while acknowledging the matters at hand.

Before we proceed, it’s essential to clarify the term “AANHPI.” AANHP! stands for Asian American, Native
Hawaiian, and Pacific Islander—a diverse group of people with a wide range of backgrounds. Throughout
this FAQ, we will refer to this community, recognizing the significance of their contributions.

This FAQ will not be able to address all your questions, but we hope to answer some of them. We encourage
everyone to do their own research and ask questions. The museum is always open to making improvements
in its communication and welcomes your feedback.

What are the protesters demanding?
= To reopen the original Jing Fong location at 20 Elizabeth Street.
= To return the capital funding from the city and give it to the wider Chinatown community.

Is this a strike or a picket line?
= |tis neither.

Does the museum have control over where Jing Fong Restaurant is located?
= The museum has no control over any restaurants in Chinatown or any other neighborhood. We
cannot control the business decisions made by the owners of Jing Fong or any other
restaurant. This includes business operations, hiring practices or interactions between landlord and
tenant, or any other business dealings.
= After closing the 20 Elizabeth Street location, Jing Fong reopened as our neighbor across the street.

What is the connection to Jonathan Chu?

Jonathan Chu has been a longtime board member of the museum and was the landlord of Jing Fong
Restaurant at 20 Elizabeth Street. The museum has neither intimate knowledge of nor dictates how board
members operate their businesses.

Does the museum have control over the city borough-based jail initiative?
To answer this question, there are a few issues we would like to highlight.
= No, it does not. The museum has no control over where city hall decides the location of new jails or
has influence over criminal justice reforms. We understand the borough-based jail system, an
initiative to address mass incarceration is meant to be a more humane approach to incarceration.
= As part of the closing of Rikers, the city launched the Borough-Based Jail System. This borough-based
jail system was launched to address the troubled Rikers and its planned closure.
= We also understand there has been a historic displacement of the Chinatown community when
government builds new infrastructure without much consultation with the local community. We see
these two issues as separate, have their own merit, and should not be conflated.

Does the museum represent or speak for the whole of Chinatown or the Chinese American diaspora?
We do not. This museum does not or can be the sole representative of such a diverse group of people. The
Chinese diaspora is a large tent with a wide range of segments and subsegments of groupings of people. As
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Protest FAQ

a museum, our job is to record, document, and preserve the existence of, and derive and interpret meaning
from materials and artifacts as well as its past and living culture. MOCA is not the sole arbiter of this
diaspora’s desires, hopes, and dreams nor does it dictate what and how its physical community should be
shaped.

When did MOCA first apply for capital funding from the city?

The board of directors at the museum initiated the conversation with the city about a permanent home at
the end of the Bloomberg administration and voted on developing a formal strategy to acquire city capital
funding during this period. The first application started during the Bloomberg administration and has been
reapplied annually ever since.

Why does the museum need capital funding from the city?

Many cultural institutions require public-private partnerships to succeed. Federal, state, and city funding is
common for many nonprofits. The museum, former and current board members have dreamed of a
permanent home for the museum for decades now. This dream is shared by many in the AANHPI arts and
cultural community. If successful, this permanent home will create one of the largest arts and cultural
institutions dedicated to the AANHPI community.

What is this capital funding for specifically?

This is capital funding from the city. The funds go directly to the owner of the building as part of the
purchase and do not pass through the museum in any way. The funding has been delayed for the last four
years and is projected to close on the purchase of the building in the fall of 2023.

Where did the Museum get the capital funding?

The final funding allocation was part of the MOU outlined between the City and the City Council in
2019. The designation is restricted to capital funding as part of the purchase of the building at 215 Centre
Street. Funds go directly to the owner of the building as part of the transaction. The museum was not
involved in the decision-making process of the selection of recipients or final allocation of funds.

Was there an agreement between the City and the museum on the Borough-Based Jail System in
exchange for this funding?
No, there was not, written or otherwise.

Is MOCA the only institution that received funding from this pot of funds?
No, it was not. Please see the MOU for a breakdown of the organizations by borough that range from
education, sanitation to restorative justice, and arts and culture.

Can the museum reject these capital funds?
Yes, it can.

Can the museum redirect these capital funds?
No, it cannot. Spending is at the discretion of the City.

What does funding for the purchase of the building mean?

This funding will enable a@ permanent home, one of a few for a national AANHPI arts and cultural
organization, that includes a performing arts space that can be used by the community at large as per MOU
funding statement between the City and City Council.
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