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On president barack obama’s inauguration day, Asian Americans hearing 

Rev. Joseph Lowery’s benediction may have felt included in the 

nation, particularly in his closing lines: “Lord, in the memory of all the 

saints who from their labors rest, and in the joy of a new beginning, we ask 

you to help us work for that day when black will not be asked to get back, 

when brown can stick around, when yellow will be mellow, when the red 

man can get ahead, man, and when white will embrace what is right.” 

Bloggers have been debating whether what Rev. Lowery said is merely 

a form of reverse discrimination or just insightful commentary on the 

need to be inclusive of the color spectrum of diversity in this nation. I 

was intrigued by his words, “when yellow will be mellow.”1 It seems he 

may have been inspired by a 1951 song, “Black, Brown and White Blues,” 

recorded by William Lee Conley “Big Bill” Broonzy, an African American 

blues and jazz guitarist, songwriter, and singer:

This little song that I’m singin’ about, 

People, you know that it’s true 

If you’re black and gotta work for a living,

This is what they will say to you,

They says, “If you was white, should be all right,

If you was brown, stick around,

But as you’s black, hmm brother, get back, get back, get back.”2
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Note that there is no mention of yellow or red in these lyrics critiquing 

racial discrimination in the employment sector during the Depression. 

It has been suggested that “Big Bill” could have adopted these lines from 

Zora Neale Hurston’s “Story in Harlem Slang,” published in 1942. In this 

short story, which takes place on a Harlem street corner, one pimp says to 

another in referring to the women who vie for his attention: “Man, I don’t 

deal in no coal. Know what I tell ’em? If they’s white, they’s right! If they’s 

yellow, they’s mellow! If they’s brown, they can stick around. But if they 

come black, they better git way back!”3 This language of bravado can be 

interpreted as a form of colorism based on racial hierarchies, essentially a 

form of internalized racism in which lighter skin tones are preferred over 

darker skin tones. In raw economic terms, the hustler, as male prostitute, 

believes he can acquire more money and resources from African American 

women with lighter skin, who are perceived as having greater access to 

assets as well as higher status.

It seems that “Big Bill” Broonzy in his song excluded Asians, but is 

making the same reference that, given the racial discrimination in America, 

lighter-skinned African Americans can find more economic opportuni-

ties.4 So one can surmise that perhaps Rev. Lowery reinserted Hurston’s 

reference to “yellow” into his benediction. However, as I read it, the char-

acter in Hurston’s book is not referring to Asians, but is actually using the 

term “yellow” or “yella” to refer to the lighter skin or supposedly golden 

skin tones of those of African ancestry whose features indicate Caucasian 

blood in their lineage. So the question remains, was Rev. Lowery actually 

referring to Asian Americans, and why do some bristle at being character-

ized as “mellow”? And does this mean that Asian Americans are similarly 

positioned as “yellow blacks” in the racial hierarchy, or are they “mellow 

model minorities” who acquiesce to the status quo? 

What we do know is that this benediction was delivered by an African 

American reverend during the inauguration of an African-white president 

born in Hawai‘i, who has a half-sister who is Indonesian-white and is 

married to a Malaysian-Chinese Canadian American. We also know that 

during the Yellow Power movement or the Asian American movement, 

the term “yellow” was co-opted, turning a long history of “yellow peril” 

discrimination on its head. Beyond the symbolism of Obama’s election 

are the unseen ways in which it is transforming the racial discourse in 
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this country; however, whether it means a substantial transformation of 

structural inequities is more elusive.5 We are in the process of digesting 

what his presidency means for Asian Americans on both a superficial or 

symbolic level, but also on the tangibles, namely the implementation of 

the campaign slogan “change we can believe in.” Recognizing that much 

remains uncertain for Asian Americans, I critique the connections, real 

and imagined, they have to the presidential election, provide cautionary 

notes on the postracial narrative, and comment on the ongoing process 

and impact of racialization.

The elusiveness of Racial egaliTaRianism 

In the 2008 presidential election, Asian Americans were decisive in de-

livering their votes for then Senator Barack Obama. Exit polls indicate 

that of the seven million Asian American voters, more favored Obama 

over McCain, by 62 percent to 35 percent, compared to a 67 percent to 

31 percent margin among Latinos, and 90 percent to 10 percent among 

African Americans.6 Like other Americans, Asian Americans voted for 

Obama because he focused on the economy and withdrawal from Iraq 

and because of his message of change and unity. The first President Bush 

in the 1990s won 62 percent of the Asian American vote; however, since 

then, Asian Americans have favored Democratic presidential candidates. 

We can speculate that this may have to do with Republican policies and 

sentiments that have alienated Asian American constituents, such as their 

anti-immigrant rhetoric and post-9/11 racial profiling, as well as the 

Democratic Party’s outreach to younger voters, who have become a strong 

base for them. Given his “Asian” connections, some have touted Obama 

as the “first Asian American president,” reminiscent of former president 

Clinton being referred to as the “first African American president.”7 Within 

Asian American and Pacific Islander communities, Obama’s connection 

to Hawai‘i and Indonesia,8 conveying his “deep personal understanding 

and connection to the AAPI community,” were marketed, with his sister 

and brother-in-law as highly visible messengers. 

We also cannot overlook Senator McCain’s Asian connections or 

disconnections during his presidential campaign. Hardly visible during 

the most recent election period was Bridget McCain, McCain’s adopted 
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then seventeen-year-old Bangladeshi American daughter. His campaign 

staff strategically shielded her from the public during the 2008 campaign, 

learning from McCain’s failed bid in 2000 for the Republican presidential 

nomination. After McCain won the New Hampshire primary, a phone 

poll allegedly organized by George W. Bush allies asked voters in South 

Carolina: “Would you be more or less likely to vote for John McCain if 

you knew he had fathered an illegitimate black child?” After this racial 

smear tactic, in which Bangladeshi embodies blackness, McCain lost the 

South Carolina primary, and his campaign never recovered.9 In the 2008 

campaign and especially at the Republican convention when he received 

his party’s nomination, on spectacular display was McCain’s military 

heroism as a prisoner of war during which he was tortured for five and a 

half years by the North Vietnamese Communists. Also controversial was 

McCain’s repetitive usage of the racial slur “gook” in his “I hate the gooks. 

I will hate them as long as I live” statements to refer to his ex-captors.10 Re-

gardless of these comments, according to polls, the Vietnamese American 

community, being staunchly anti-Communist, was the only major Asian 

American ethnic group to favor McCain over Obama.11 

With President Barack Hussein Obama’s election came a hope for a 

new America, that we as a nation can finally transcend the racial color line 

and cure our racial ills, having elected an African American to office. It is a 

celebratory moment not just for African Americans, who see in Obama a 

profound symbol of what was once improbable now as possible, but also 

for other racialized groups because his election represents a crucial turning 

point in U.S. racial politics. This euphoria and his new message of hope 

and change have led some to characterize or interpret this as a “postracial” 

era in which racial discrimination, hierarchies, inequities, and strife are 

simply erased. A racial barrier has been broken; however, given the legacy 

of our historical past and persisting racial disparities, reading this election 

as signifying the postracial era seems premature and disingenuous. Indeed, 

this is a profoundly transformative moment and, for both his opponents 

and supporters, quite unimaginable in their lifetimes. Yet the election of 

one of “us” does not change the social realities for all or even the majority 

of “us” given the systematic and pernicious entrenchment of racism in this 

country. The error is when postrace is mistakenly conflated with postra-
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cism, so that the presence of a black family in the White House does not 

equate to the dissipation of embedded societal disadvantages.12

Obama’s silence or distancing on racial matters during his campaign 

and his early presidency has been interpreted by some skeptics as condon-

ing or even advancing a race-neutral or “postracial” agenda. He has had 

to elaborate on what he claims are often misinterpreted lines from his 

keynote address at the 2004 Democratic National Convention: “There is 

not a black America and white America and Latino America and Asian 

America—there’s the United States of America.”13 He responds to those 

who claim his speech was trying to explain away racism or transcend it 

by stating: 

Still, when I hear commentators interpreting my speech to mean that 

we have arrived at a “postracial politics” or that we already live in a 

color-blind society, I have to offer a word of caution. To say that we are 

one people is not to suggest that race no longer matters—that the fight 

for equality has been won, or that the problems that minorities face 

in this country today are largely self-inflicted. . . . To suggest that our 

racial attitudes play no part in these disparities is to turn a blind eye to 

both our history and our experience—and to relieve ourselves of the 

responsibilities to make things right.14 

For some critics, Obama’s focus on themes of racial harmony, postpartisan 

conciliatory politics, and accommodationist strategies15 seems relatively 

ineffectual compared to more radical and systematic transformations to 

reduce structural inequities, yet the configurations for change are con-

strained by working within administrative parameters based on a market-

dominated political economy.16 

The fear among activists and advocates is that Obama’s historic elec-

tion would undermine their efforts, such as the struggle for affirmative 

action programs and antiracist campaigns, since racial equality and balance 

have supposedly been achieved. Closer to home, taken to its extreme in 

university settings, the postracial paradigm makes ethnic studies and Asian 

American studies obsolete, since racial differentiation becomes passé. In 

a time of racial unity and a black family in the White House, those who 

believe we only teach about racial victimization or racial separatism will 

argue this becomes meaningless and counterproductive to creating “one 

America.” In these trying budgetary times when universities are facing 
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severe cutbacks, ethnic studies programs on various campuses are vul-

nerable to dismantling, consolidation, reduction, or elimination. Rather, 

Obama’s election forces us to rethink how we teach Asian American 

studies in a globalizing context, adding another layer to how we critique, 

theorize, and analyze ethnic and racial saliency, making our disciplines 

far from obsolete, at least from my perspective, since my understanding 

of the foundation of our work has been to challenge static constructions 

of histories or interpretations. 

In this postracial narrative, we can acknowledge race or multiracial-

ity and consider it as a discernible asset, in this case symbolizing how a 

nation moves beyond its racist past. This postracial script is reminiscent 

of and reaffirms the palatable and celebratory multiculturalism, which 

is devoid of historical context and ignores the complex ways in which 

racism is embedded in our society. It reflects, in some respects, the way 

a color-blind society would supposedly operate, by flattening out racial 

difference. Thus, in this scenario race no longer becomes “a central axis of 

social relations,” as articulated by Michael Omi and Howard Winant, but 

neither does it decline in significance.17 It becomes neutralized, develop-

ing basically into a nonentity, symbolically represented by traditionally 

red states that supported a “black” man for president. In contrast, Patricia 

Williams reminds us of the everyday “quiet racism” that continues to per-

meate our society, underscoring the elusiveness of a color-blind fantasy.18 

The pervasive racial subtext that reflects residual racial tensions persists; 

for example, as the national health care reform debate unfolded, resolute 

critics conjured up the specter of “illegal” immigrants, presumably from 

south of the border, becoming freeloaders at the cost of deserving legal 

beneficiaries.19 

The fact that the Obama presidency is occurring simultaneously as the 

worse economic recession since the Great Depression is consequential. The 

media highlight the plight of once solidly “white middle-class” Americans 

down on their luck, displaced from their homes and receiving inadequate 

social services. Former small business owners and professionals are also 

swelling the ranks of the unemployed and newly needy. This representation 

removes the racial stigma from poverty; however, it obscures the ways in 

which communities of color that were in dire straits before the recession 

are disproportionately disadvantaged as economic conditions worsen. It 
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validates those who advocate and defend the needs of low-income com-

munities of color, communities that have consistently faced benign neglect 

and been vilified in “blame the victim” scenarios, that there are deep fissures 

in our political apparatus. What does it signify? It is a vindication for those 

of us who have interrogated the system of a color-blind meritocracy. If 

anything, the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the continued struggles 

to rebuild, compounded by the economic and environmental disaster 

caused by the BP oil spill, represent not only our failure as a nation but 

also speak to the magnitude of the interconnections between poverty 

and race, and at times, basic human decency.20 Ironically, at this histori-

cal moment, the “welfare queen” is no longer stereotypically portrayed as 

the unwed black mother who drives a Cadillac, but is represented by the 

greedy and incompetent U.S. corporate executives, proportionately white 

males, who accept government bailouts while doling out bonuses, which 

are derived from American tax dollars. The image of the black matriarch is 

being displaced by omnipresent photos of the black nuclear family in the 

White House, complete with a new dog. These juxtapositions indicate that 

racial matters are shifting in intriguing ways, yet this does not naturally 

lead to a more egalitarian society. 

The fallacy of Racial TRanscendence

In this supposedly postracial America, racism is now imagined by some 

as a vestige or artifact of the past. Yet does Obama’s election mean that 

the United States has moved beyond its historical legacy of slavery and 

institutionalized segregation? Are racial groups interchangeable in this 

color-blind universalism, so that one group can be merely substituted 

for another? Does having an African American president pave the way 

for another racialized minority, like an Asian American, to move into the 

White House? Similar to other Obama supporters, Asian Americans are 

attracted by his political platforms, but there are additional elements that 

make him appealing to them. One can speculate that the fact that Obama’s 

father was an international student from Kenya, his ties to close kin in 

his father’s homeland, his having had an Indonesian stepfather, and his 

residency in Indonesia are all possible factors that make him attractive to 

Asian Americans, the majority of whom are first-generation immigrants 
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with global connections. Given his biraciality and multicultural back-

ground and his being celebrated as a “global citizen” or “citizen of the 

world,” Obama’s personal history exemplifies, literally and figuratively, the 

heterogeneity within the Asian American community. Conversely, though, 

he has been criticized for being “too black” or “not black enough,”21 and 

he was scrutinized for being influenced by “foreign” elements,22 which 

resonates with Asian Americans who are similarly questioned for their 

ethnic authenticity or credentials as well as being judged for their inher-

ent “foreignness.” Even Asian immigrant parents, who might have had 

reservations about voting for a “black” man as president, have become 

his staunch supporters, noting that maybe one day their children can 

become president, or at least advance in this country, regardless of where 

their parents were born. 

Inadvertently, the racial transference perspective perpetuates the 

uniformity of racial inequities, and, in some ways, this illusion resonates 

with the model minority myth that erroneously assumes that since Asian 

Americans have achieved “success” by simply working hard, then all mi-

norities can do the same, ignoring specific historic and socioeconomic 

realities. As an example of this incommensurability, one can ask, does U.S. 

foreign relations with Africa have negative consequences for blacks or Af-

rican Americans, like foreign relations with Asia does for Asian Americans, 

whether it is racial scapegoating or assumed guilt by racial association? 

Does the threat of nuclear weapons being developed by North Korea and 

accusations of harboring and training terrorists by Pakistan affect Asian 

Americans? As Gary Okihiro has outlined, the dilemma under consid-

eration is how do Asian Americans fit into this frame of shared national 

patriotism, this imagined community of common national interest pro-

tected from external global threats, or are they merely considered suspect 

citizens within the national security agenda?23 The Japanese American 

incarceration and post-9/11 period tell us that collective patriotism or 

hypernationalism can quickly evolve or morph into collective racism. 

During the 1980s, at the time of Vincent Chin’s murder, Japanese 

automobile manufacturers were portrayed as unfair competitors with 

“American” companies. Presently, the anxieties about Asians as economic 

competitors are more widespread at a time when U.S. automobile compa-
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nies are confronting further decline and potential demise, and Japanese 

and Korean cars are ubiquitous in this country. Reports of American 

industrial jobs being lost to factories in China in the Wal-Mart effect, but 

also of the outsourcing of high-tech professional and service sector jobs, 

like calling centers, to places like India are prevalent. Also on the public 

radar are media stories of the influx of immigrants on America’s shores, 

in the form of in-sourcing of high-tech workers from India and the use 

of Filipinos and other Asians as a domestic labor force in the nursing and 

health care and home care industries. Asians, as well as Asian Americans 

by association, are precariously positioned as racial outsiders, namely un-

fair small- and large-scale industrial competitors, and as model minority 

workers, willing to labor for lower wages under conditions unacceptable 

to domestic “American” workers. 

In recent decades, the boundaries and borders of Asian American 

studies and American studies have been reshaped and stretched. Accord-

ingly, as Amy Kaplan articulates, the “domestic and foreign” are shifting 

and porous,24 whether this process occurs through interrogating Ameri-

can exceptionalism and neocolonial projects or a critical examination of 

anti-imperialist movements at home and abroad as well as transnational 

cultural productions or circuits. Additionally, with new technologies, 

economic and political linkages and connections between ethnic com-

munities in the United States and those in the homeland and the diaspora 

challenge straight-line assimilationist models. Some homeland countries 

are quite aggressive in their tactics to keep expatriates and diasporic ethnic 

communities connected, for example, desiring their overseas capital in the 

form of investments or remittances as these countries strive to reposition 

themselves in the global political order. Immigrants, refugees, and post-

colonial subjects have restructured and destabilized our understandings 

of nation-states and empire building. As predominantly a foreign-born 

population, Asian Americans have vacillated between disassociating 

themselves from the foreign, namely emphasizing themselves as “100 

percent American” or highlighting their foreign connections, particularly 

marketing themselves as Americans with transnational connections to 

Asia and the world.25 This resonates with the yellow peril movement of 

earlier periods with Asians in the United States being marked as “enemy 
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aliens” who threaten the body politic and American national identity. 

However, the present war against terrorism, the global economic crisis, 

and the precarious role of the United States as a world leader add new 

dimensions to resurgent nativism. 

I cannot help but comment on U.S. Representative Betty Brown, a Re-

publican from Texas, during testimony at the House Elections Committee 

hearing on voter identification legislation.26 She recommended that Asian 

American voters change their Asian names: “Rather than everyone here 

having to learn Chinese—I understand it’s a rather difficult language—do 

you think that it would behoove you and your citizens to adopt a name 

that we could deal with more readily here?” [emphasis added]. In the 

exchange between her and Ramey Ko, a lawyer representing the Organiza-

tion of Chinese Americans, the question she asked him right before the 

name discussion and immediately after one on immigrants retaining their 

U.S. naturalization documents is just as egregious. Brown asked, “Is there 

a proof of any kind of identification . . . in China in order to participate 

in an election?” Ko replied, “Well there’s not a lot of elections in China” 

[laughter ensues]. She then queries, “Would there be any other time that 

you have to prove identity in China?” which Ko answered referring to the 

Imperial Era in China.27 Clearly for her, the boundaries between America, 

China, and the Chinese diaspora, between the domestic and foreign, are 

not shifting and porous, so concepts such as Chinese American or a cos-

mopolitan transnational citizen are simply read as representing a universal 

Chineseness or Otherness, far from the ideals of racial transcendency or 

deracialization. 

conclusion

We can agree that the Asian American population is an amorphous, fic-

tive racial category that continues to defy simplistic generalizations. Asian 

Americans have increased to 15.2 million, making up 5 percent of the total 

U.S. population, and our numbers are expected to nearly triple by 2050 to 

41 million. This group has never been more variegated, diverse, dissimilar, 

polarized, and disparate on every measure, whether by identifiers such as 

race, ethnicity, gender, generation, sexuality, class, and regional location, 

and the range of ideological, religious, cultural, and political affiliations 
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here and abroad add to this complexity. For some neoconservatives in 

this postracial era, this justifies the need to disassemble, if not dismiss 

altogether, racial categorization as well as its accompanying remedial pro-

grams or corrective policies. Of course, they will make exceptions when 

it comes to the need for racial profiling or other “indispensable” forms of 

racial taxonomy. Given our class distinctions and varying connections to 

“homelands,” what binds Asian Americans together becomes even more 

perplexing, and universal victimization and marginalization tropes hardly 

seem compelling or convincing enough. I am not arguing for us merely 

to engage in discussions on the biological versus the cultural aspects of 

racialization or simply debate the pros and cons of anti-essentialism or 

strategic essentialism. The “foreign and the domestic” are inextricably 

linked, so, on the level of praxis, Asian Americans should concentrate on 

the social, cultural, economic, and political impact that racial injustices 

have on us versus focusing only on ways to transcend racial difference. 

Although W. E. B. Du Bois pointed out more than a century ago our 

interconnectedness by articulating “the problem of the 20th century is 

the problem of the color-line—the relation of the darker to the lighter 

races of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea,”28 

there is still a continuing need to contest misrepresentations, namely 

the binary models of race that reinforce the black-white dichotomy, the 

placement of “nonblack minorities” outside of the racial matrix, and the 

disaggregation of racism at home from U.S. foreign policy. The challenge 

is to ensure that Asian Americans are part of the national agenda, rather 

than an afterthought or ambiguously represented, like we were in Rev. 

Lowery’s benediction. Integral to this is making explicit our inextricably 

linked cultural, political, and social histories, as well as confronting the 

disconnections or discord we have with other communities of color. As a 

conscious intervention, we should argue for an inclusive American identity 

that is expansive and dialogic in nature, situated within an international 

community, and that is not circumscribed by our apprehensions to grapple 

with internal complexities and intricacies within our communities.29 

Expectations for President Obama to resolve the deep racial problems 

that have vexed this country and to realign our position and predica-

ment in a global context in one of the worst economic downturns may 

be unrealistic. The stakes are exceptionally high, and public patience and 
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support can easily erode. We know that a few key Asian American ap-

pointments in the White House, which we have already experienced with 

Republican administrations, hardly constitute “change,” and we should 

not be placated or lulled into thinking racial progress will naturally oc-

cur.30 Undoubtedly, we share similarities with other Americans in terms of 

listing our “universal” priorities, such as sustainable employment, afford-

able health care, meaningful immigration reform, and quality education, 

yet as largely an immigrant and refugee population, we have specialized 

needs within these areas.31 Although some refer to this as preferential 

treatment or identity politics, on the contrary, it is simply the reality of a 

community as diverse as ours, and it is incumbent on us to continue to 

be vigilant in expressing our interests, rather than selling ourselves as a 

community that represents the “American Dream” achieved, which some 

elements, both internally and externally, have deployed. There are only 

cursory moments when Obama mentions his perceptions or his contacts 

with “Asian Americans,” for example, in his speeches or in his two books, 

but this hardly constitutes a mandate and at times seems almost additive, 

although we can say his knowledge is more personal than those previ-

ously in his position. So we await with optimism how his agenda will be 

executed by his administration in a country he acknowledges that, “shortly 

before 2050, experts project, America will no longer be a majority white 

country—with consequences for our economics, our politics, and our 

culture that we cannot fully anticipate.”32

Legal scholar Lani Guinier states that rather than thinking of this pe-

riod as a postracial era in which processes of racialization are insignificant 

and racism is nonexistent, consider this as an “emancipatory moment” 

giving us a chance to talk openly and honestly about race in this country 

by providing us with the prospect to engage in “racial literacy.”33 If not 

a postracial narrative, we need to consider what kinds of alternative or 

counternarratives, discursive interventions, and policy directives we as 

scholars can offer that acknowledge, confront, and reconcile the racial past 

with the racial present, with all its invidious contradictions and conten-

tions. This is the challenge for us as “Asians” in a supposedly postracial 

America, at a time when de facto racial illiteracy still reigns supreme. At 

some point, there will be a post-Obama era, but given the opportunities 
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provided by his unprecedented presidential term, we have the possibility 

to articulate, singularly and collectively, the ways in which we should be 

inserted into the racial dialogue and to reconfigure pragmatic policies that 

are inclusive of our needs. 
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