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Stereotypes on Screen: 
A Look at the Asian and Asian American Experience in Los Angeles Films

	In today's American society, there are many different people from many different backgrounds and ethnic groups. This diversity of society can be seen especially in Southern California, particularly in the city of Los Angeles. This diversity is reflected in the movies released today, many of which include characters of different ethnicities that play a major role in the story. Some of these movies even incorporate the cultures of various ethnic groups in their plots. One of these groups is Asian and Asian Americans. With the establishment of Koreatown, Little Tokyo and many other small districts around Los Angeles that mostly consist of people from different Asian heritages, Asians have made their presence known throughout the county and state. Based on the United States Census Bureau, there were only about 550,000 Asians and Asian Americans in California in 1970, a mere 2.7% of the population of California (Gibson and Lennon). In 2010, there were 5 million Asians and Asian Americans in California, the most of any state in the United States (Hoeffel et al. 7). Furthermore, Los Angeles city has one of the largest number of Asians with a population of almost 500,000, second only to New York city (Hoeffel et al. 12). This data definitively shows the growing presence of Asians in Los Angeles, making the city a great place to examine the Asian American experience. While the population of Asians has been on the rise, this growing presence of Asians is not often reflected in Los Angeles movies, many of which do not do not accurately depict Asians and their culture. Instead, those Asians who do make it to the big screen are, most of the time, unfairly cast as a stereotypical character. This unfair portrayal of Asians has been present since the early Los Angeles films. In the film documentary Hollywood Chinese, Asian American actor B.D Wong was quoted as saying that throughout the years there had been "a tremendous lack of Asian Americans telling their own stories [and] a tremendous lack of Asian Americans in leading roles in films". Even today, films featuring Asians assign them minimal roles that are largely a narrow and clichéd characterization of the group as a whole. Fortunately, recent films have attempted to change this stereotypical portrayal of Asians. 
	Asians and Asian Americans have been a part of the society of Southern California for a long time. They have made numerous advancements in many different fields and have managed significant achievements in politics, education and science. However, despite being one of the fastest growing minority groups in the United States and in Southern California, this population growth is not reflected in Los Angeles movies. Many of these movies feature few Asian leads or characters. When they do, the roles and characters are almost always a stereotypical portrayal of Asians and their culture. Since the early films, Asians have always portrayed in a limited number of roles that serve to perpetuate the stereotypes. Some of these stereotypes are, being subservient to the main characters, whom are almost always white; knowing martial arts and speaking in broken English. Many Los Angeles movies across the years have Asian characters that feature one or a combination of these stereotypes. Multi-dimensional roles that require an actor of Asian descent are rare and hard to come by. While presently there are more roles opening up for Asian actors and actresses, there is still much more to be desired in terms of the number of roles and the variety of the roles.
	Additionally, there are always only the same few roles that are available to Asian actors and actresses. For male actors, there are either the nerdy, intellectual person, or the villains. In the film documentary The Slanted Screen, Cary-Hiroyuki Tagawa stated that as an Asian actor in Hollywood, he only "had a choice of playing wimpy businessman or evil bad guys" and that "the worse thing [he could] do is play a bad guy and be a wimpy bad guy, which is what [he] grew up with". As a result, this led him to play the villain Shang Tsung in the movie version of the video game Mortal Kombat, which is considered one of his most iconic roles. For females, Renee Tajima stated that "Hollywood cinema has represented the Asian female as either a blushing Lotus Blossom or a domineering Dragon Lady" (qtd. in Feng 9)."Dragon ladies" are female Asian villains who are cunning, dangerous and sexy, while "Lotus Blossoms" are beautiful, exotic women of East Asian who existed to serve white men. The famous Asian film star Anna May Wong was reported to have constantly complained about the lack of diversity in the characters she played. Cynthia Liu described her as such:
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Eschewing silence of another kind, Wong was also known to have complained 	publicly on several occasions that she was "tired of the parts" she had to play. 	Speaking directly to the Hollywood filmmaking community through fan 	magazines and interviews with gossip columnists, she withheld little of her 	dissatisfaction: "Why should we [screen Chinese] always scheme, rob, kill? I got 	so weary of it all - of the scenarist's concept of Chinese characters." (28)
	Furthermore, there are many more available roles for women than there are for men. However, this is due to the sexualization of Asian women and an overt emphasis on their exoticism by the entertainment industry, thus placing a high demand for Asian actresses to portray stereotypical "Lotus Blossoms". Peter Feng explains in Identities in Motion: Asian American Film and Video that "Asian American women have achieved greater visibility on television and in mainstream American movies" than men, but are "more likely to be window-dressing supporting players" (40). This "paradoxes of Asian American visibility" gives Asian American women more presence on the big screen, but as a result of the hypersexualization of Asian women (Feng 40). 
	One of the earliest films that was set in Los Angeles to feature multiple Asians is the 1974 film Chinatown, which was directed by acclaimed director Roman Polanski and starred Jack Nicholson and Faye Dunaway. Chinatown is a crime- noir film that garnered much attention for its themes of corruption and crime as well as its gritty plot and characters. As strongly hinted through its title, Chinatown in Los Angeles is featured in this film as the place where the climax of the film transpires. Chinatown is also mentioned occasionally throughout the film by various characters, many whom speak of it with an ominous undertone. There are a few Asians that are shown throughout the film, albeit in limited and minor roles, they are the butler, the maid and the gardener, all who are employed by Mrs. Mulwray. As mentioned earlier, one of the recurring portrayals of Asians in movies is that they are subservient to White people. Mary Yu Danico and Franklin Ng states that, in addition to Asian men being "perceived as inferior beings due to their "foreignness", they were also seen as the docile and reliable servant who unconditionally worked for their White masters in a surrogate female role" (122). In this case, this statement rings true; all the Asians who have minor roles in Chinatown are playing characters that serve Mrs. Mulwray. This casting by Polanski may have been a social commentary on how Asians In Los Angeles during the time period were treated as lower-class citizens who were meant to serve the upper class. 
	Furthermore, another added detail about the Asians in Chinatown is that they speak in broken English with a heavy foreign accent. This is one of the stereotypes that have plagued Asians since the early films: the "Perpetual Foreigner". Stacey Lee, Anjela Wong and Alvin Alvarez describe the stereotype as casting "Asian Americans as inherently foreign and therefore not truly "American"" (69). Guy Aoki and Jeffery Scott Mio further explain this stereotype:
	Throughout the history of television and motion pictures, Asian American and 	Asian characters have spoken with Asian accents. While the majority of Asian 	American actors grew up in the United States and therefore do not have Asian 	accents, Hollywood writers, producers, and directors usually ask them to use 	them. As a result, the viewing audience gets the impression that the Asian face = 	foreigner. (424)	
It can be argued that in the 1970s, there were many foreign immigrants from Asia, which explains their weak command of English. However, many movies since Chinatown have continued this trend of depicting Asians speaking broken English with a foreign accent, despite the growing number of Asian Americans who have been born and bred in the United States and speak English with an American accent. This is especially so in Los Angeles, where there are many second, third, and even fourth generation families who have integrated well into American society. 
	In addition, the presence of Chinatown in Chinatown and the way it is presented lends itself to the "perpetual foreigner" stereotype. In an interview in Hollywood Chinese, David Henry Hwang explained that Chinatown has always represented "something within the [United States as] "other", which is defined by a different set of morals, different people, different food...so that the phrase from the movie Chinatown "It's Chinatown", really sums up this notion that it's a different kind of place". This depiction of Chinatown in Chinatown as wholly distinct from Los Angeles and its culture feeds the stereotype that Asian Americans will always be foreigners in America. 
 	Another movie that is set in Los Angeles that has Asians in it is Blade Runner. The movie came out in 1982 and was directed by Ridley Scott. The sci-fi movie is set in a dystopian Los Angeles that features advanced technology such as bioengineered humans. Although the story takes place in the year 2019, where based on the rapid growth of the Asian and Asian American population there should be a substantial number of them living in Los Angeles, one does not see a large Asian presence in the movie. In fact, the only Asian character that is featured is the eye manufacturer that Roy and Leon visit to learn the whereabouts of Sebastian. In the scene, Roy and Leon interrogate the manufacturer, who eventually gives in and tells them how to find Sebastian. Throughout the scene, the Asian character, credited as Hannibal Chew and played by Chinese-American James Hong, fulfills many of the stereotypes that Asian roles typically have in Hollywood. He talks in broken and accented English while being portrayed as terrified and fearful of both Roy and Leon, conforming with stereotypes of speaking in broken English as a "perpetual foreigner", being inferior to characters who are white, and being "wimpy". Hannibal Chew is another in a long line of Asian characters that fulfills and perpetuates the stereotypes that have oppressed Asians over the years. 
	By the late 1990s and early 2000s though, the presence of Asians in Los Angeles movies have improved markedly, and there are a significant amount of movies that are set in Los Angeles that feature both male and female Asian leads. Films such as the 2000 film Charlie's Angels and the 1998 film Rush Hour depict an Asian co-lead that pushes away from many of the early stereotypes of Asians. In Charlie's Angels, Alex Munday, played by Lucy Liu, is a private investigator who is talented, tough and resourceful, a notable break away from the "Lotus Blossoms" of past depictions of Asian women. This break away from early stereotypes can also be seen in Rush Hour, where famous Hong Kong actor Jackie Chan plays Detective Inspector Lee. In this movie, Lee is a hardened veteran of the Hong Kong Police who is depicted as strong, capable and intelligent. In addition, he controls most of the action of the movie and is featured very prominently in fight scenes throughout the movie. This portrayal of Lee is in sharp contrast to early depictions of Asians who are weak, inferior and do not command significant on-screen presence. 
	However, while there is a noticeable increase in the frequency of positive portrayals of Asians in Los Angeles films, there are still some stereotypes present. Both Munday and Lee demonstrate their proficiency and competency in martial arts in their respective roles, a stereotype that has been present since the early portrayals of Asians and Asian culture. Lee in particular portrays what Danico and Ng describes as a "foreigner in our midst...who has mastered the martial arts" (121). Furthermore, Lee continues the trend of speaking bad or broken English, while Munday is still subordinate to a, presumably, white man. 
	A 2000s film that features stereotypical Asian characters is the 2005 film Crash. It is a critically acclaimed movie directed by Paul Haggis that deals with race relations in Los Angeles. While the film countered various stereotypes of Latinos and Blacks by having well developed and complex Latino and Black characters, they continued the stereotypical portrayal of Asians. According to Aoki and Moi, "every major Asian in [Crash] was foreign born, continuing the stereotype of Asians as the perpetual foreigner" (424). For example, the Korean Americans that are featured in the film speak in a heavy foreign accent. Despite being a modern film that aims to explore the diverse racial landscape of Los Angeles, Crash fails in providing an accurate and well-represented portrayal of Asian and Asian Americans in Los Angeles.   
	The turn of the century marked an observable change in the portrayals of Asians and Asian Americans in Los Angeles films. Many movies have incorporated Asians and Asian Americans in multi-dimensional roles that require them to portray complex characters that are integral to the plot. However, with the new millennium came new stereotypes of the Asian community. One of these new stereotypes that Asians and Asian Americans have to constantly grapple with is the model minority stereotype. The model minority stereotype presents Asians and Asian Americans as having "achieved enormous economic and academic success by working hard and following Asian cultural norms... [and] that Asian Americans have "made it" and no longer face any barriers to economic, social, or political success" (Lee et al. 69). In addition, Danico and Ng describes how Asians and Asian Americans are viewed in America and popular culture as such,
	In recent years, many people have viewed Asian Americans as a model minority. 	Among the many ethnic and racial groups in the United States, Asian Americans 	stand out. Newspaper, magazines, and television broadcasts often mention that 	Asians in the United States have achieved success in business, science, 	technology, education, and many other occupations. (23)
The model minority stereotype feeds on the success of Asians in America and unfairly categorizes the whole ethnic group as having succeeded and free from social problems such as poverty and drug addiction. This skewed representation is reflected in many forms of mass media in the 2000s, such as news reports, television shows and movies. Many films in the United States utilized versions of the stereotype whenever an Asian was featured, depicting them as always being academically superior and intelligent. This misrepresentation can also be found in Los Angeles films.
	 One of these movies is the 2002 film Better Luck Tomorrow, directed by Justin Lin. The film managed to receive an extensive amount of recognition as it was screened in the 2002 Sundance Film Festival. The film is a milestone in Asian American filmology, as up till then there "had never been a widely distributed film whose main actors were exclusively of Asian descent" (Aoki and Mio 431). Set in a suburb in the Greater Los Angeles area, Better Luck Tomorrow is about a group of overachieving Asian Americans who, out of boredom, enter a life of crime and drugs. This culminates in the group accidently murdering another Asian American and having to live with the consequences and guilt. At first, the Asian Americans in the film are shown to follow the model minority stereotype; they are straight-A students who perform exceedingly well in school and extra-curricular activities. However, as the film progresses it attempts to debunk this stereotype by showing the Asian Americans engaging in petty theft, underage drinking, and other deviant behaviors. This criminal behavior by the group goes against the "model minority" label that had been unfairly placed on Asian Americans. Because of its distinct portrayal of Asian Americans that broke away from the stereotype, the movie managed to receive critical acclaim. 
	One film that sought to dispel the model minority stereotype is the appropriately titled Model Minority, which was released in 2012. Written and directed by Lily Mariye, the film is set in Jefferson Park, located within Los Angeles city. The film is about two Asian American sisters who struggle with family issues, causing them to experience problems at school as well as develop drug and relationship problems. The film challenged the stereotype of the model minority, showing that not all Asians and Asian Americans are successful and free from social problems, such as poverty and drug addiction. Model Minority intended to show that Asian Americans, like any other ethnic groups, are susceptible to these social problems and are not the "model" that the stereotype is presuming. 
	By the late 2000s, one can see a small but observable shift in the movie industry towards having more Asians and Asian Americans in film playing complex characters. Some people in the movie industry began to see the inherent racial typecasting that was imposed on Asians and Asian Americans, and started to fight against it. They created television shows, documentaries, and films that sought to break these stereotypes and racial typecast. One such example is the 2007 film Shanghai Kiss, directed by Kern Konwiser and David Ren and starring Ken Leung and Hayden Panettiere. While the film did not see a wide release and was only released on DVD, it nevertheless contributed to breaking down the stereotypes of Asians as well as commentating on the movie industry's unfair treatment of Asian actors. The main male lead Liam Liu, who is played by Ken Leung, is an Asian American actor based in Hollywood. Throughout the film, we see Liam struggle with his relationship with his dad and his disengagement with his Asian roots. This changes when he inherits an apartment in China. At first, he only wants to sell the apartment as quickly as possible, but after awhile decides not to as it is a perfect opportunity for him to reconnect with his Asian heritage. He soon learns that this is tough, as he is unable to even communicate properly on a basic level. In addition to all this, he has to manage a delicate and complicated relationship with Adelaide, a young, white high school girl. The role of Liam is a great example of a multi-faceted and emotionally complex Asian character that is lacking in Los Angeles films. Films in the past have never required Asians and Asian Americans to play characters that are multi-dimensional and who have deep personal issues that are explored throughout the film. 
	Furthermore, the film also manages to provide a look into the practice of racial typecasting in the movie industry. At the start of the film, Liam goes for an audition for a commercial and is deemed not "Asian" enough, as he does not speak with a foreign accent. This is a glimpse into the casting decisions of many Hollywood producers, who heavily typecast Asian men to the point where it is difficult for them to land normal roles. This is a social commentary by the directors on the unfair racial typecasting in Hollywood that perpetuates the many stereotypes of Asians and Asian Americans. 
	Asians and Asian Americans have made Los Angeles their home since the late 1800s. With the promise of the American Dream, many Asians immigrated to California in the hopes of a better life. Since then, the population of Asians and Asian Americans has exponentially increased, especially in California and Los Angeles. At the same time, they have made their presence known in various fields such as science, politics and business. However, the one area where they have yet to make a significant impact is the entertainment industry, specifically the movie industry. They have been mostly invisible in films throughout the years and still are today. Even in Los Angeles, which has the second largest population of Asians for a city in the United States, Asians are unable to translate their presence on to Los Angeles films. When they do appear in these films, it is almost always as a character that fulfills stereotypes of Asians and their culture. As a result, the number of roles available for Asian actors and actresses are severely limited to the same few every time. These stereotypical characters can be seen in movies such as Chinatown and Blade Runner, where the Asian characters are depicted as being the "perpetual foreigner" who are inferior to White people. With the turn of the century, there are better roles for Asians, as seen in Rush Hour and Charlie's Angels, where Asians are cast in leading roles. However, there are still some inherent stereotypes that are present, as well as new stereotypes that appeared, such as the "model minority" stereotype, which presupposes that Asians and Asian Americans have succeeded economically and socially. In response to this, movies such as Better Luck Tomorrow and Model Minority are produced to counter this skewed "model minority" stereotype. Recent movies such as Shanghai Kiss, where there is an Asian lead that plays a multi-dimensional character, are a step in the right direction. However, Shanghai Kiss is more of the exception rather than the rule, and there is a jarring lack of complex, multi-faceted Asian characters in Los Angeles films and films set in other parts of the United States. Despite all these, there is significant progress being made. With more recognizable Asian directors and actors in the movie industry, the future where Asians and Asian Americans are properly represented as who they really are may not be that far off. 
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