Ancestors and Descendants of Charlie Chan'!
Shiao-ying Shen

ABSTRACT

This essay takes a close look at the portrayal of “Chinese” characters
in American cinema in the twentieth century. It begins with the Harte-Twain
play Ah-Sin (1877) and moves through the silent films “Broken Blossoms”
(1919) and “The Thief of Bagdad™” (1924) to such classic Hollywood talkies
as “The Hatchet Man” (1932), “The Phantom of Chinatown” (1940) and,
pre-eminently, the Charlie Chan series (especially popular to American
viewers during the World War II years). The point is to show the use and
abuse of racial stereotypes: the heathen and poker-faced Ah-Sin, the one-
dimensional Oriental males—the too-passive and immasculated Yellow Man
of “Broken Blossoms,” the evil Fu Manchu, Chan’s cerebral detective—and
females (subservient and sexually vulnerable or “dragon ladies.”) Even
more insidious than the cardboard characterization of a Charlie Chan, whose
intelligence and wit made him well-liked by the American film audience, is
perhaps the superficial “Confucian” wisdom of Chan’s “proverbs” (in de-
mystified reality just American wisecracks); this may be more insidious
because more subtle than the Hatchet Man’s “‘Buddhism” of violence and
revenge in the name of {a pagan) god. Chan’s “fortune cookie” Confucianism,
unlike “Hatchet Buddhism,” stili abounds in Chinese restaurants across the
United States. The essay concludes with a glance at Chinese-American films
of the *80’s, which show a refreshing and much-needed turn, in the presenta-
tion of Chinese-American life, toward realism, honesty, moral ambiguity
and complexity, the breaking down of stubborn stereotypes which have lain
deep—and no doubt linger still—in the American psyche.
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Charlie Chan is the most familiar Chinese screen image for most
Americans in the United States. The success and popularity of this America-
produced Chinese figure should not be examined as an isolated phenomenon.
Charlie Chan happens to be “the son” that “made it” in an extended family
of seemingly harmless Chinese characters. The family’s progenitor emerged
on the nineteenth century theater stage, and his offspring continue to appear
in the twentieth century’s most popular medium—film. This paper examines
Chan’s family tree, focuses not on the hostile figures in the likes of Fu
Manchu but rather on the more representative benign ones, and shows how
these seemingly friendly Chinese images reveal the controlling mechanism of
“dominance and affection” (Tuan 161): the images are outwardly affection-
ately drawn but they are tools for domination.

Here we examine five emblematic Chinese figures: Ah Sin—Charlie
Chan’s most prominent ancestor in the nineteenth century stage; the Chinese
male in D. W. Griffith’s silent film, Broken Blossoms; the 1930s’ and 405’
screen figures Charlie Chan and Mr. Wong; and the Chinese female in the
Hollywood film, The Hatchet Man. In consideration of the length of this
paper, the stage and screen images that appeared after the 1940s will not be
closely locked into.

1L AH SIN

A collaborative work of Bret Harte and Mark Twain, 44 Sin (1877)
supplies us-with the only nineteenth century play that has a Chinese as a
major character.? The play’s pigtailed Ah Sin appears as a strange character
made comic. Through his unfamiliar and “eccentric” looks ° and ways, we
find the many characteristics the white men ascribed to the Chinese then,
and which later developed into stereotypical traits.

Simply the name “Ah Sin” betrays the sanctimonious mentality of the
white man. One cannot avoid noticing the moral injection it has received.*
In the Christian sense, Ah Sin is made a figure of sin; he is called a heathen, a
pagan, a moral cancer, one who belonged to the godless race. Harte uses the
name to satirize the white man’s sense of superiority and their patronizing
and overbearing attitude towards the Chinese. Above all, the name, as
employed in the play, gives us a feel of the time’s growing irrational hostility
towards the *“Chinese heathens,” which resulted in the passing of the many
anti-Chinese laws near the end of the nineteenth century.®

in Harte’s play, Ah Sin works at the mines not as a miner but as a laun-
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dryman rendering his service to the white miners. It is true that laundry
work and domestic service were professions in the early nineteenth century
very much occupied by the Chinese. But later, as they moved into other
areas of work, people still associated them with these manual and servile
roles. The actual involvement of the Chinese in the mines or the railroad —
tasks identified with the adventurous and frontier spirit in the American
character—was seldom mentioned in literary works of that time.

Another Chinese stock image disclosed in A~ Sin is the notion of the
Chinese as having a face that is “as unintelligible as a tea chest” (Harte 30).
Peoples of different cultures express their emotions in different ways; the
impression of the “poker face” Chinese is due more to cultural unfamiliarity
than reality. The planting of this poker face image is not as innocent as it
appears. The image suggests that underneath their surface, the Chinese
are hiding something unfathomable, something mysterious, and therefore
something tricky, suspicious, and evil. The poker face conspiracy also reflects
the refusal on the part of the white majority to understand the new settlers.
It provides an excuse not to accept the Chinese immigrants. The establish-
ment of the Chinese “tea chest face” reveals an attempt to “eccentrify”
the Chinese, thus neutralizing them and diminishing their actual existence and
the reality of their presence.

The nineteenth century Chinese image presented in the theater stresses
the strangeness, the eccentricity of this group of new immigrants in extra-
vagantly comic ways. In the twentieth century, cinema took over as the
major form of public entertainment and continued to mold and manufacture
the Chinese stereotypes.

IL. BROKEN BLOSSOMS )

In the silent film era, D. W. Griffith’s Broken Blossoms still emphasizes
curiousness when presenting a Chinese on the screen; however, this time in a
much more subdued manner.

During the early developmental years of the classical Hollywood cinema,
Griffith produced The Birth of a Nation (1915) and Intolerance (1916)—
epic films which highlighted spectacle and narrative. After these two works,
Griffith desired to try something different; he wanted to create a new kind of
“narrative ethos” (Andrew 18), a new kind of film sensitivity. In order to
create a new cinematic sensibility, Griffith instilled a different kind of human
sensibility into his film: he turned to the Orient and made in 1919 Broken
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Blossoms, also called The Chink and the Child.

On the surface, Broken Blossoms offers a different interpretation of the
Chinese character and attacks the fierce resentment and misunderstanding
toward the Chinese at the beginning of the twentieth century. Griffith sets
up in the film two conflicting sentiments: one violent, aggressive, unreflec-
tive, and rough, represented by the cockney boxer Battling Burrows; the
other quiet, passive, contemplative, refined, and moral, symbolized by the
Yellow Man from China. The two confronts each other when the peace-
aspiring Chinaman leaves his home country to come to the West with the
intention of educating the violent and fight-loving white men on the teachings
of Buddha. He ends up instead in the Limehouse district in London where
the Chinese survive amongst whore houses, smoking joints, and gambling
dens. Instead of being an ambassador of peace, the Yellow Man becomes a
storekeeper, occasionally meeting with missionaries who are, ironically,
going to China to convert the heathens, and who tell him and give him
pamphlets about Hell.

Griffith manipulates the action to orient the audience’s sympathy toward
the Yellow Man (played by the lean, tall, and delicate-looking Richard
Barthelmess in “‘racist cosmetics’—in this case, taped eyes with heavy eye
make-up) and the boxer’s daughter, the Young Gir! Lucy (played by Lillian
Gish). The film abounds with indications of moral superiority of the two
when compared to the whip-wielding and bullying boxer. The moral identifi-
cation of the film is obvious; the antithesis of the sensibilities represented by
the peace-loving “Chink” and the violent Battling is also apparent. Further-
more, the Chinaman’s stoop-shouldered and fragile look, paired with the
passivity, the compassion, and the quiet calm in his character makes him
almost a saint-like and clearly an underdog-like figure. The fight-loving and
coarse Battling Burrows being the alternative, the viewer will naturaily
identify with the Chinaman. Not only black and white in its visual represen-
tation, Broken Blossoms is also black and white in its thematic delineation.
However, the means used to direct our sympathy toward the Chinaman are
complex and sometimes paradoxical.

A name, which could have given him individuality, is denied to the major
character in Blossoms. instead, he is slapped with words like “Chink,”
“Chinky,” “Chinaman,” or “Yellow Man,” deforming the identity and
stripping the individuality of the person.

In addition, there exists another dimension to the frail look and the
mellow character of the Yellow Man. The stooped shoulders, shuffling walk,
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and glazed eyes suggest the physical weakness, if not the impotence of the
Yellow Man. Likewise, the kindheartedness, the love, and the care the
“Chinky”” shows to Young Girl Lucy do not tell simply of the man’s “beauti-
ful personality,” but alsc his blind worship for the white girl. The Yellow
Man regards the pure and innocent Lucy as his Buddha in the Limehouse
district. The Chinaman places Lucy on his altar-like bed and cares for her in
his temple-like bedroom. His admiration for the white girl masks a strongly
repressed sensual passion evident in his desirous glances and his attempts at
physical contacts. The Yellow Man presents the white girl with the best of
what he can offer; the manner in which he offers them appears almost servile,
and the way he suppresses his desires approaches the masochistic. The
suggested inter-racial sexuality in this Griffith film is very lopsided; the white
girl plays the goddess, the Yellow Man, the worshipper who at the end stabs
himself after the death of his “goddess.”

Although we cannot call Broken Blossoms consciously anti-Chinese or
intentionally demonstrative of white supremacy, the image it draws of the
Chinese male reveals the deeply rooted sentiment that white people are
inherently superior to Asians (Wong 3). Existing is a subtle relationship of
“dominance and affection.”” On the surface, the “Chink” is depicted with
affection: his culture and sensibility are acknowledged as better than those
of the brutish Battling Burrows, but at the expense of being stripped of his
masculinity. Furthermore, when the Yellow Man faces the young white
Lucy, his position plunges. He becomes like a servant attending to his
mistress, a believer worshipping his goddess, or a eunuch serving his empress;
while the goddess Lucy does not seem to notice the hovering “Chinky” at
all. She seldom lifts her eyes except to look at herself in the mirror or to
gaze at beautiful flowers which are symbols of herself. Through the goddess-
like white Lucy, Griffith dominates the Yellow Man.

1il. CHARLIE CHAN

After the advent of the talkies in 1926, the film image of the Chinese
took another tum. Hollywood presented images of master Oriental criminals
later solidified by the Dr. Fu Manchu film series. These one-dimensional
delineations succeeded in further eccentrifying and alienating the Chinese
from the white majority. However, as the extreme Chinese villain was being -
brewed, Hollywood also experimented with the extreme Chinese good guy
which later, given the “proper time,” prevailed as the master Chinese image.
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Around the time of Japan’s military aggression in Asia during the 1930s,
tension grew between the U.S. and Japan while relationship between U.S.
and China became closer. Hollywood then went full force with their assem-
blage of Chinese good guy images.

The master Chinese good guy, Charlie Chan, was promoted and strategi-
cally used during the Second World War to support the war effort. The years
when actor Sidney Toler reigned over the Chan role (1938-1947) coincide
with the time of the war, and the Chan films openly expressed goodwill
toward China and the Chinese; they were full of the spirit of camaraderie
between the Chinese and Americans. Many of the cases Charlie Chan under-
took countered the effort of the enemy spies to steal and smuggle American
state secrets out of the country. Suddenly Charlie Chan’s Chineseness was
not merely used in its former function of “spicing up” the films but also
conveniently adapted to promote a popular cause. A counter-example would
be the case of the Mr. Moto films. Mr. Moto is an agile and clever Japanese
detective; he had all the proper characteristics of making it as a successful
Oriental detective. However, his film life was made short due to Japan’s
military aggression in Asia. The movie industry abandoned the Mr. Moto
series because it claimed that “anti-Japanese feeling was running so high in
America that the audience could no longer take pleasure in the courage and
astuteness of a member of that nation”™ (Wong 111). Thus, The American
motion picture industry put Mr. Moto into his ““wartime internment camp”
(Wong 111}, and shifted the limelight to Charlie Chan, the Chinese good guy.

Charlie Chan was given birth on the screen in 1926 when Hollywood
adapted Earl Derr Bigger's first Charlie Chan novel— The House Without a
Key. At the beginning, the filmmakers were “cauticus in springing an
Oriental ‘good guy’ on audiences in large doses and, thus, introduced Charlie
only casually” (Wong 100). However, by the 1930s, Charliec Chan movies
were popular and widely accepted.

In the 1930s and *40s, the American public loved Charlie Chan so much
that after its writer Earl Derr Biggers died, Hollywood found Philip Mac-
Donald to carry on. After Chan’s first portrayer Warner Oland drew his last
breath with seventeen Chan films under his belt, filmmakers immediately
found a replacement, and when the second actor Sidney Toler passed away
with eleven Chan movies on his record, a third player, Roland Winters, was
searched out to succeed him. This screen character generated over fifty
feature-length films, a television series, several commercials, and a cartoon
series. Charlie Chan is unsurpassed even by Sherlock Holmes.
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The Charlie Chan series has been popular in its long history partly
because of its formulaic structure. This structure allows the embodiment of
a myriad of themes and entertains a wide spectrum of viewers. It has crime,
intrigue, suspense, romance, humor, exoticism, and still enough room left to
add anything that is fashionable at the time. Everyone can find something
to enjoy in a Charlie Chan film.

The predictability in its who-dunit suspense structure attracted a huge
following to the Charlie Chan series. Its audience could relax and effortless-
ly enjoy a not surprising mystery-thriller. One of the “predictabilities”
of the Chan films is the detective’s investigative pattern. Charlie Chan
conducts his investigations not so much by being courageous as by being
cautious, and he has the fortune of running into “more cases and clues in a
minute than the average detective could dig up by sedulous activity and even
political influence” (New York Times, Dec. 18, 1939). After cautiously
gathering the clues that so luckily surface before him, Mr. Chan then employs
a method of dismissing the folks who look guilty and selecting the one
seemingly most innocent as the criminal. Then he sets his trap by revealing
a telltale piece of evidence; the guilty person inevitably loses his or her cool,
and the case is solved with a clever denouement.

The series also owes its popularity to Charlie Chan’s persona. The
Oriental facade that Oland, Toler, and Winters so consistently kept up.proved
to be appealing. The filmmakers did not make Chan’s appearance excessively
Chinese. Chan wore neither pigtail nor Oriental clothing; in order to suggest
his Chineseness, his portrayers taped their eyes and put on a drooping
moustache, and they almost always wore a white linen suit to show Chan’s
Hawaiian connection. The fiftyish Chan possesses a girth proper for a man of
his age, forcing him to be a cerebral detective rather than a physical one. The
soft-spoken and imperturbable Chan holds the ability to disseminate “Chinese
proverbs” under a placid demeanor. Viewers were most delighted by the
“philosophical” remarks dropped from this “sagacious Chinese sleuth”;
sayings such as, ““a big head is only good place for a large headache,” “man
should never hurry except to catch a flea,” and “a good wife is the best
household furniture.” These “proverbs’” are in reality merely wisecracks, but
when spoken ungrammatically by a Chinese, they suddenly elevate into
“proverbs.” And since Chan often randomly prefaces them with “Confucius
say,” they become ‘‘philosophical remarks.” This fortune-cookie wisdom
had a very superficially Oriental look, but was easily spoonfed to an audience
ready and eager to accept an Oriental good guy and expecting easy entertain-
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Street’s muscles and police force, there is no unbreakable case. Other than
Street, who helps to contrast the un-Americanness and cerebral qualities of
Wong, the filmmakers added a Chinese house servant (played by an Asian)
to reinforce Wong’s “Chineseness.”

After Boris Karloff retired from the role of Mr. Wong, the filmmakers,
quite surprisingly, cast a real Chinese for the part. Keye Luke {Westernized
name of the Chinese actor) played Mr. Wong in Phaentom of Chinatown
(1940). Extraordinary changes occur in the film with the new actor. Mr.
Wong acquired a whole new image. In order to suit the younger actor, Mr.
Wong becomes a young man in his late twenties or early thirties instead of a
fiftyish detective. He is Jimmy Wong instead of James Wong, still a bitof a
scholar, but this time only a graduate student in a university. Gone are the
taped eyes and the mustache (no longer necessary); gone are the three-piece
suit, the lapel carnation, and the constant umbrella. Gone are also the
British accent and undersiatements. The young Wong lives in a humble
apartment with adequate furnishings, but nothing like the elaborate Oriental
furniture found in the former Wong’s house. Compared to the dry and biting
humor of the Karloff Wong, the new Wong's ability for humor can only be
called modest. Indeed, this Wong shows very little of the “‘super:detective-
ness’ which the Karloff Wong emitted. The film thus demotes the Chinese
Wong to a less awesome position.

Another area that demonstrates the demotion of Wong is in his relation-
ship with Captain Street. The change in Street’s attitude toward Wong is
drastic. The Chinese Wong is not immediately accepted by the Captain. In
Phantom, the police detective actually attempts to have Wong’s apariment
searched at the beginning. Unlike the relationship between Street and Karloff
Wong, in which the former played the ‘“‘tag-along,” no one pays any special
attention to the young Wong; people treat him just like another regular guy.
The new Wong is not as assured and knowledgeable, and really cannot qualify
to be a super detective. With Phantom, Hollywood altered its Oriental
detective formula; it did not allow the Chinese-American detective to
dominate the film.

This tendency of undercutting Wong’s power also manifests itself in the
relationship between the detective and his Chinese house servant. In Holly-
wood, minor Chinese characters, especially those in the group of domestic
help, were almost always cast with Oriental actors. The same house servant
also served the Karloff Wong. When with the former Karloff, he opened
doors, announced guests, brought tea, and remained very servile and respect-
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ful The master-servant relationship was one of domination and subordina-
tion. The servant, when appearing with the Chinese Wong, behaves quite
differently. The servant suddenly sheds his servile attitude and jokes, com-
plains, and grumbles when he disagrees with the new Wong. This housekeeper
even discusses cases with his master. This master-servant relationship is more
of an equal companionship.

Phantom shows itself to be sensitive to the situation of Young Chinese-
Americans who have to operate between a white society that demands com-
plete identification with it for acceptance and an older generation that still
follows the ways of the homeland. Wong himself admits this in the film:
“Naturally, my sympathy follows my heritage, but after all, I am an
American.” . The film, however, presents the phenomenon jokingly. In the
movie, Wong speaks normal English when associating with Americans, but
when countering the Chinese elders in Chinatown, we hear “impressive” and
exaggerated expressions uttered: “only the eyebrows of youth would have
the temerity to call the beard of age at such an hour,” or “the eyes of the
blind need no ointment.” Captain Street becomes uncomfortable when
listening to these riddle-like ““proverbs” and makes fun of Mr. Wong’s Chinese
heritage. The film mocks and makes strange the Chinese way of communica-
ting. It perceives Chinese expressions and, indirectly, Chinese language as
funny talk. ‘

The changes that occur in the Chinese Wong’s appearance and in the
manner with which the people around him associate with him might be attri-
buted to his youth, but might they not also be explained as a slip which
reveals the filmmakers inherent belief that the discrimination of master and
servant, of the superior and the inferior being, as dependent on race or skin
color (Tuan 161)?

No matter what the answer, Phantom’s neither extremely freakish nor
heroic Mr. Wong simply does not fit any of the Chinese stereotypes in Holly-
wood films. It is a wonder a character like him was ever considered for and
then allowed to become a detective in a Hollywood film. It is no wonder,
however, that after seeing Phantom, the film exhibitors ““lost interest in the
series and it was dropped” (Everson 82). Mr. Wong then retired into Holly-
wood’s “internment camp” of non-charismatic films.

V. THE HATCHET MAN

Although Hollywood did not favor Chinese women with a Charlie
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Chan-like series, the Chinese female did not lack in Hollywood-molded
stereotypes.

No Chinese women were included in the plays of the gold-rush days.
Their absence from the stage might have been due to their actual limited
existence and exclusive confinement in Chinatown. Their presence was not
strongly felt by non-Chinatown people and of course even less by people in
the world of theater in the nineteenth century.

In early twentieth century, Asian women began to appear on the silver
screen. They were mostly depicted as “‘submissive, exotic, and endowed with
a mysterious charm” {Choy 151). The Hatchet Marn, a Bollywood film made
in 1932, gives us one curious example of such a Chinese woman.

Just as in the case of the popular Oriental detective films, after
discovering a juicy subject with Asian leading roles in it, Hollywood would
only bank on white actors. The Hatchet Man had a story composed exclu-
sively of Chinese characters, but all the roles that spoke more than three
lines of dialogue were played by white actors. Edward G. Robinson played
Wong Loe-get, the Hatchet Man, and Loretta Young played Toya, his young
wife.

The Hatchet Man, as in the case of most Hollywood films about Asians,
is only half Oriental. This is to say, it has only an Oriental packaging and not
really an Oriental theme. The not very handsome Robinson did not use much
racial makeup to portray an Asian. The elegant Young, on the other hand,
applied such heavy and distorting eye makeup that it became difficult to
identify her as Loretta Young. Robinson, at the beginning and at the end of
the film, did wear Chinese clothes composed of high-necked tunics and
baggy trousers, but otherwise in a Western suit, he looked more like the
underworld gangster type that he was famous for than any Buddha revering
Chinaman. Perhaps the producers thought the gangster-like quality appro-
priate for the role. Young enhances her ““Chineseness” by wearing the
Chinese doll hairdo and slipping in and out of heavily sequined silk Holly-
wood style Chinese outfits. Except for the bizarre headdress Young wears
in the wedding scene (which is more similar to the kind worn in Brazilian
Carnival parades than in any Chinese wedding), Young’s cautiously designed
image does indicate, if not the Chineseness, at least the exoticness of her role.
The Chinatown setting of the film also appears Oriental. In spite of the Asian
packaging, the film itself is essentially a benign Hollywood gangster-romance
feature.

The un-Chineseness but “Hollywoodishness” of The Hatchet Man mani-
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fests itself in the film’s preface which introduces its setting—San Francisco’s
Chinatown in 1927. This explains its background—the war between the
various political factions known as “tongs,” and tells of the role of the
“Hatchet Man”—one who dispenses “the justice of the great god Buddha”
with his sharp ax.

The film declares Buddhism as its philosophical foundation, and explains
the actions of the Hatchet Man as motivated by Buddhism. However, the
film has the most distorted understanding of the Oriental philosophy. The
Orient does not consider the Buddha as a god or lord in the Westemn sense,
neither does it regard Buddha as a source that provides laws of revenge and
violence. The filmmakers twisted the way of the Buddha into the way of the
American Western—raw justice maintained through the barrels of guns,
or in this case, through the pair of axes of the Hollywood Hatchet Man.
Ironically, the film insists on its mistake. The Hatchet Man wields his axes
several times, always in the name of either the Buddha or of Chinese tradi-
tion. The Hatchet Man correctly presents Buddhism as one of the religious
philosophies of China, but, shallow exoticism being its pursuit, the film did
not dig deep enough to know the intricacies of Buddhism.

The filny's description of the condition of Chinese women in Chinatown
is revealing. It suggests that the new generation of Chinese women, freed
from the shackling customs of the past and no longer told to bind their feet
and stay at home, are a liberated group. They now take on secretarial jobs
and wear skirts that show their legs. These indeed illustrate their outward
liberation, but do not necessarily indicate their true mental liberation. In
reality, the little freedom that the women enjoy in this picture is bestowed
upon them through the men’s indulgence. The tong president aptly captures
the paradoxical situation: “our women are spoiled by freedom and in-
dulgence.”” The Hatchet Man is described as one who welcomes the “new
woman”: he employs an efficient female secretary at his office, he tolerates
his wife’s leg-revealing outfits, allows her to enjoy herself at the dance halls,
and lets her drive his car. But when a serious matter occurs, the Hatchet Man
tells his Toya “not to worry your little head about it;” she only has to care
for things such as ““the food and the digestion™ of their guests. Indeed, the
husband’s “welcome™ of the new woman is only a “tolerance” —a tolerance
out of indulgence.

The men in this film hold an ambivalent attitude toward the women’s
independence; the women themselves also seem confused about their free-
dom, old values still dominate them. The twenty years old Toya appears to
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be a lady of the new generation, but she marries the Hatchet Man in defer-
ence to her father’s wish— her father promised her to the Hatchet Man before
his death. Toya enjoys all the trappings of the “new woman,” but admits,
“I dress for my husband.”” She is affectionately kept in a comfortable apart-
ment; her main occupation consists of making herself beautiful and loving
for her husband. She is occasionally freed from the flat, but is immediately
and tenderly pulled back. She, in effect, lives unconsciously in a “doll’s
house,” being treated patronizingly and condescendingly by her affectionate.
husband. Toya does revolt, but unlike Ibsen’s Nora, who slams out of her
doll’s house by herself, she goes off with another man; a man much worse
than her husband—an East Coast drug dealing bodyguard whom she thinks
she loves. Toya runs away only to regret her act; she begs her husband
to come and rescue her from her desolate condition. The picture ends with
the Hatchet Man “axing’ his way in and out of the teahouse his wife is made
to work in, and walking away carrying his Toya in his arms.

Unlike the socially revolutionary plays of lbsen, The Hatchet Man
is merely another Hollywood film of the thirties. It makes an effort to
promote the idea and the image of the Chinese women in America as
a liberated group that enjoys quite a degree of freedom and does not have to
suffer the ancient Chinese law that says ““a woman is a property of her hus-
band.”” But, actually, the film still perpetuated the concept of male domin-
ance; women were seen, and their image drawn from a masculine point of
view—a phenomenon which commonly exists in many Hollywood pictures
of that time, but even more salient in films with Oriental females.

VL ANNA MAY WONG

On the issue of Hollywood’s reluctance to hire Asian actors and actresses
for lead Asian roles, the film industry always excused itself by stating that
Oriental actors were ‘“‘not tall enough, good looking enough, not talented
enough, not emotional enough,” and that they were too inscrutable and did
not have the “charisma” to qualify for leading roles on screen (Wong 256).
The case of Keye Luke, the Chinese Mr. Wong, might be used to argue for
this theory, although the failure of Phanfom was due more to the tampering
with the super detective formula than to the employing of an Asian actor.
However, the later emergence of Anna May Wong totally disproved this
Hollywood belief.

The Chinese actress Anna May Wong caught the fancy of the American
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public in Douglas Fairbank’s film The Thief of Bagdad (1924). With Toll of
the Sea (1927), she solidified her popularity in Hollywood and international-
ly. In 1929, she went to Europe, where she lectured and starred in British
and German films. The critics recognized her as “one of the few cinema
luminaries able to convey poignant emtion with restraint” (NVew York Times,
Nov. 4, 1930). She later acquired important parts in Paramount with films
like Daughter of the Dragon (1931), Shanghai Express (1932), Study in
Scarlet (1933), and Limehouse Blues (1934).

Most of the parts Anna May Wong played involved roles which fed the
Western fantasies and misconceptions about Asian women—submissive and
exofic, often sexual objects of white men. For instance, in The Thief of
Baghdad, Anna May Wong played opposite Douglas Fairbank as his docile
and loyal slave girl. In Daughter of the Dragon, she plays the dragon lady,
daughter of Fu Manchu, and falls madly in love with the prime enemy of her
family—a white man she is supposed to kill. Both films suggest the vulner-
ability and the sexual weakness of the Asian woman, and the dominance
and potency of the white male.

As Anna May Wong's film career progressed and her popularity became
established; instead of playing opposite white actors and supporting them as
an object of their romantic interests, she acquired leading roles not dependent
on inter-racial relationships for attraction. In When Were You Born (1938),
she played the part of an astrologer detective, refreshingly different from the
traditional submissive stereotypes of Asian females. In Daughter of Shanghai
(1938), Anna May Wong appeared as a Chinese-American who worked as a
kind of crack agent for U.S. Bureau of Investigation, apprehending white
villains involved in alien smuggling. In King of Chinatown, Anna portrayed
a doctor who helped free Chinatown from the clutches of the white
racketeers. All these roles present women as independent and capable—a
great improvement in the image of Chinese women.

Although Anna May Wong contributed greatly in altering the film image
of Chinese women, she stands as only a single exception among exceptions.
She does illustrate, however, the fact that it takes concerned and conscious
Chinese-Americans to transform their own image.

VIL STEREOTYPE BUSTERS

Only recently, in a lapse of about half a century, have Chinese-American
filmmakers emerged with films about Chinese-Americans. And the most
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successful filmmaker is no doubt Wayne Wang, a director who caught the
attention of the American film world with his small budget hit Chan Is
Missing in 1983.

In Chan Is Missing, Wang defuses the past racist caricatures of the
Chinese with realistic alternatives, and builds an epitaph for Charlie Chan and
all the Chinese sterectypes that came before or after Chan. In the film,
there is no direct mention of Charlie Chan, Dr. Fu Manchu, or Mr. Wong. But
by showing two Chinese characters as pseudo-detectives roaming the steets
of San Francisco searching for Chan, a shadowy acquaintance who absconded
with their money, lives of Chinese in Chinatown unfold before us—lives full
of ironic laughter, alienation, friendship, and attachment to community.
Though made by a Chinese-American, the film does not attempt to present
only the positive side of this group of people; it shows both sides with humor.
It takes us through a searching journey, looking for the identity of a Chinese-
American; the film does not tell us who he is, nor does it offer any easy
answers. The audience is forced to take in conflicting information and
descriptions, and broaden his definition of America and Chinese-Americans.

After his initial success with Chan Is Missing, Wang focused his second
project Dim Sum (1985) on the lives of two Chinese-American women in
San Francisco. The film delineates a mother-daughter relationship with
extreme subtlety. It shows the loneliness of the widowed mother, formerly
a mail-order bride, and how she cunningly manipulates her daughter to stay
with her. The daughter battles between her desire to marry her boyiriend
in Los Angeles and her reluctance to leave her mother. Dim Sum contains
no heroines or super-positive figures, neither does it have any dragon-lady-
like devilish females. Wang's women are complex people who can love and
hate.

Wang's latest film venture, Slam Dance (1987), has not a shadow of a
Chinese-American; it deals simply with the bizarre adventures of a cartoon
artist in Hollywood. This Chinese-American filmmaker asks to be identified
not only as a director concerned with Asian-American themes, but also as a
film person aware and capable of depicting the general American scene.
Slam Dance is Wang's gauntlet, thrown down to challenge and demand that
the society accept him as someone incorporated into the American main-
stream, not a Chinese-American continually caricatured or stereotyped and
therefore made strange and alien.

In the recent world of theater, Frank Chin (The Chickencoop and The
Year of the Dragon) and David Henry Hwang (F.0.B., The Dance and the
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Railroad, and M Butterfly), two playwrights who write about Chinese-
related themes, have been fairly successful in their ventures. Especially
Hwang with his M Buiterfly: he not only hit the Broadway stage but also
won three major Tony awards in 1988.

Chin and Hwang both delineate the complexity of immigrant life in
twentieth century America, the cultural confusion and pressures that
surround Chinese-Americans, and the struggles in the Chinese-Americans’
quest for identity. Nomne of the characters in their works repeat what we can
recognize as the Oriental stereotypes of American movies. Genuinely con-
cerned with the situation of Asian-Americans, they refuse to profit from
marketing and further perpetuating the salable Asian stereotypes.

Chin, Hwang, and Wang do not give us a pure, simple, and consistent
picture of the character and situation of Chinese-Americans, nor do they
supply us with easy solutions to the complex problem of Asian assimilation.
However, their honest and effective presentations of Asian-Americans are the
best means to eradicate the strong and long-lasting influence of the past
stereotypes.  Still, we should remember that Wang’s picture only declares
Chan to be “missing,”” not dead. It is quite possible that Charlie Chan or any
of his brethren or sisters will be resurrected again; the likelihood of any of his
fourteen children, or even grandchildren, inheriting his legacy is also consider-
able. More effort is needed to securely dismantle the institutionalized Asian
stereotypes.

Notes

1. This essay is an abstract of the author’s master’s thesis ‘““Ancestors and Descendants
of Charlie Chan: A Concise Examination of the Chinese Image in American Stage
and Film.” In the process of abstracting, much has been cut of the original’s
historical background of Chinese immigration to the U.S. and the description of the
aura surrounding the nineteenth century 4k Sin and the first half of the twentieth
century American film industry.

2. Both Mark Twain and Bret Harte are amongst the few of the nineteenth century
American writers who gave their attention to the Chinese immigrants in California.
For instance, Twain devoted one entire chapter in Roughing It to an account of the
large Chinese population of Virginia City in California. Harte produced poeéms with
Chinese characters in them, of which “Plain Language from Truthful James™ was
the most famous. Harte also dabbled in playwriting; his 1876 Two Men of Sandy
Bar has a Chinese as a minor character.

3. A rough idea of what Ah Sin might have looked like can be seen in the nineteenth
century sketches done by Joseph Hill now stored at the rare books section in the
Memorial Library of the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

4. The role of Ah Sin in the play was developed from a character of the same name
Harte created in the poem ‘““‘Plain Language from Truthful James.” Harte wrote
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in that poem, ““And I shall not deny / In regard to the same / What that name might
imply.”

5. One major example is the U.S. Congressional passage of the Exclusion Act and the
U.S President’s signing of it in 1882. This Act prohibited the immigration of the
Chinese laborers, skilled and unskilled, for ten years; it made the Chinese ineligible
for naturalization and forbade entry to wives of Chinese laborers then in the U.S.

6. Actually, there really has been a recent revival of Charlie Chan: the 1981 Charlie
Chan and the Curse of the Dragon Queen gathered film stars like Peter Ustinov,
Angie Dickenson, and Lee Grant However, the movie confronted picketers on the
streets of San Francisco, and the press unanimously warned its readers that the
film was “bad news.”

7. In the even more recent Michael Cimino’s Year of the Dragon (1985), modern-day
clones of yesterday’s stock images abound: the tong chiefs and the trigger-happy
youth street gangs could be the grandsons of Dr. Fu Manchu, and the lady reporter
fits the sexually vulnerable Oriental female type.
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