Melancholia and Inscrutability: Affects Surrounding Asian American History

Abstract:

Feelings change how we interact and perceive the world around us. Asian American history has
been permeated with affects and feelings that shaped how Asian Americans were perceived and
continue to be perceived in a white supremacist America. This paper aims to examine affect’s
relationship with Asian Americans and how certain cultural histories and memories have “stuck”
to Asian Americans. Asian Americans have been branded as the “Other” due to white supremacy
and cultural histories associated with it. The Yellow Peril ideology, a result of U.S nationalism
and white supremacy, instilled fear into (white) citizens, portraying Asianness as a threat. The
Model Minority Myth, on the other hand, pitted Asians against other people of colour in America
by portraying Asians as the “good” minority that would not threaten white supremacy. These
mythologies and discourses created a certain cultural history and memory of Asian Americans,
manifesting specific emotions (socially moving) and affects. Melancholia and inscrutability can
operate as forms of resistance against the existing affects about Asian Americans. Melancholia is
defined as a death that is continuously mourned, and this paper looks at how assimilation causes
melancholia. Inscrutability operates as a form of resistance by the refusal to be affected by

previous affects and cultural memories for Asian Americans.
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Introduction

Ahmed (2004), in her work The Cultural Politics of Emotions, says that feelings become
“social presence rather than self-presence” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 10). Meaning that emotions and
feelings can be socially constructed — feelings can change how we interact with and perceive the
world around us. Not only that, but emotions can be social and cultural practices rather than a
psychological being. Ahmed (2004) further proves this with her example of the bear — and how
the bear has an image that is feared based on “cultural histories and memories” (p. 7). Therefore,
when certain groups of people are associated with specific histories and memories, they invoke
certain affects. This is then related to “stickiness” — how “feelings may stick to some objects and
slide off others” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 8). When these feelings “stick” to objects, the objects then
become saturated with affect as “sites of personal and social tension” (Ahmed, 2004, p. 11).
Sticking, according to Ahmed (2004), is dependent on past histories and associations, which then
“work” together (via concealment) and move around all around us (p. 13). This paper aims to
examine affect’s relationship with Asian Americans and how certain cultural histories and
memories have “stuck” to Asian Americans. Asian Americans have been branded as the “Other”
due to white supremacy and cultural histories associated with it. The Yellow Peril ideology, a
result of U.S nationalism and white supremacy, instilled fear into (white) citizens, portraying
Asianness as a threat. The Model Minority Myth, on the other hand, pitted Asians against other
people of colour in America by portraying Asians as the “good” minority that would not threaten
white supremacy and as “robotic laborers whose social function revolves around economic
efficiency, hard work, and professional success at all costs” (Huang, 2022, p. 12), which was
effective for neoliberal capitalism. Eng and Han (2018) state that Asian Americans are a “split

subject” — they exhibit a “faithful allegiance to the universal norms of abstract equality and



collective belonging” (p. 12) while sitting with the fact that they are marginalized groups in a
white supremacist society, and therefore are deprived of certain privileges. Therefore, these
mythologies and discourses created a certain cultural history and memory of Asian Americans,
manifesting specific emotions (socially moving) and affects. I have chosen to focus on Asian
Americans rather than the Asian diaspora as a whole because I believe that U.S nationalism and
white supremacy play a role in the affects found in this paper. My positionality plays an
important role in this paper — as a Korean-Canadian, I have first-hand experience on navigating
North America as an Asian person. Although U.S nationalism has not played a role in my life as
much as an Asian American, white supremacy still plays a large role in my life. The affects I will
be focusing on are melancholia and inscrutability, and I argue that these affects can become
coping mechanisms as well as forms of resistance under a white supremacist society. Not only
that, but I also hope to explore how these affects shape Asian Americans and our relationship to

the world around us.

Assimilation and Melancholia

Asian Americans are thought to not have a “legitimate” culture under white supremacy
and U.S nationalism compared to whiteness (Huang, 2022, p. 3). Huang further explains this in

the following quote:

Depicted as ghostly, inconsequential, or forgotten, Asian American history, politics, and
culture are often discounted as lacking real content. If there is no public recognition of

Asian American history, politics, or culture, there can be no common ground on which



violence and injustice, let alone grief, healing, and care, among Asian Americans are

discussed. (p. 12).

Melancholia in Asian Americans is a result of trying to assimilate but are unable to because of
the cultural histories and memories surrounding Asian Americans and the “stickiness” of
Otherness. The process of assimilation has become “a negotiation between mourning and
melancholia” (Eng & Han, 2018, p. 60). Melancholia, according to Freud (as cited in Eng &
Han, 2018) is “pathological precisely because it is a mourning without end (p. 36).” When one
mourns, they replace the feeling of loss with something new. Mourning allows us to replace our
loss with a new object, by declaring the previous object as “dead” but melancholia does not
allow us to invest in new objects because we are stuck on resolving the object and cannot fully
declare it “dead”. Melancholia places you in a perpetual feeling of loss and mourning because
you are unable to replace this feeling of loss. For Asian Americans, trying to assimilate and
become a part of the United States is a continuous struggle. We will never be fully accepted due
to our “foreignness”, but we are unable to declare our attempts at assimilation as “dead” due to
what we have left behind in the process of immigration and assimilation, and the wish to be
accepted. Therefore, Asian Americans, as both the Model Minority and the Yellow Peril, have
never truly “belonged”. Eng and Han (2018) say that understanding melancholia can help us
understand the struggles behind racialization and discrimination, theorizing the day-to-day
struggles and experiences with racial exclusion and discrimination. They also say that the failure
to “blend in” with the melting pot of the United States as Asian Americans is less of a personal
failure but rather a result of structural and social issue — one that prevents us from truly

“belonging”.



American exceptionalism and the standards set for racialized people in the United States
were built on the promotion of “self-governance and self-sufficiency” (Chun et al., 2024, p. 436).
For example, Japanese internment camps were designed to “shock” Japanese Americans into
“proving” their usefulness as members of the American nation (Chun et al., 2024). Chinese
laborers helped build important infrastructures in America but was structurally excluded from
being a part of America through legislation such as the Chinese Exclusion Acts. However,
American exceptionalism places Asian Americans under a lens of “colourblindness” not
recognizing the legislative and structural issues that lead to racial mourning and melancholia, but
rather blaming the failure to “assimilate” on the individual. The Model Minority myth is used to
invoke this state of “colourblindness” on Asian Americans — if you have been able to succeed
despite being racialized, then the colour of your skin really does not matter. However, the Model
Minority myth forces Asians to be “successful” — if we are not successful, it is a fault of our own
and not the structural and racial barriers that have been placed before us, and going as far as
saying that we are not actually Asian Americans, but an “exception”. The Model Minority myth
is used to forget events of group discrimination in the name of “abstract equality and individual
meritocracy.” (Eng & Han, 2018, p. 48). The Model Minority myth, which is seen as a “positive”
representation of Asian Americans that pit them against other racialized subjects in the United
States, can be a form of “wounded attachment”. The Model Minority myth is seen as “a model of
social achievement and exceptionalism” (Eng & Han, 2018, p. 47). However, the problem with
the Model Minority myth is that due to its image as a “positive” representation for Asian
Americans, it attaches itself to Asian Americans, and we do not think of what it really means, and
the liabilities associated with the Model Minority myth. This is then related to melancholia

because melancholia is a constant state of mourning and loss — because we are attached to this



“positive” image of ourselves, we are unable to “give up” on it and attach ourselves to a new
object. We are also unable to “give up” trying to become accepted in a white-centered American
society, since we live in it and must face it everyday. It is not so easy to “give up” on

“belonging” when we are surrounded by needing to “belong” constantly.

Melancholia in Asian Americans is caused by the “inbetweenness” of being Asian
American. Eng and Han (2018) talk about immigration as a state of mourning — “when one
leaves one’s country of origin — voluntarily or involuntarily — one must mourn a host of losses
both concrete and abstract (p. 44)”. Therefore, when we leave our “home” countries behind, we
are mourning what we have lost. In order to “get over” this loss and leave it at “mourning”, we
must replace our loss with a new object, in this case, our “Americanness”. However, due to the
unacceptance of Asianness in a white-centered society and our racialized selves, Asian
Americans are never able to leave their experiences of immigration at just “mourning” — it
festers into melancholia. Melancholia is a result of the “inbetweenness” of being Asian
American. Assimilating, in the dictionary, is defined as “to absorb into the cultural tradition of a
population or group” or “to make similar” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Assimilation, in an American
context of white supremacy and U.S nationalism, is a practice of “conversion” to American
values and traditions. However, due to the racialization of Asian Americans, we will never fully
“convert” to Americanness. Therefore, to find a sense of belonging and remedy this idea of
conversion and assimilation, Asian Americans try to “marry” the two cultures. However, this
marriage causes melancholia. Although this marriage is our attempt at assimilation, it is rejected
by white supremacy, which is the reason we were having to have this “marriage” and

“inbetweenness” in the first place.



One of the ways that the “inbetweenness” and melancholia can manifest itself is through
filial piety by Asian American children. Filial piety is practiced in Asian cultures and is a
Confucian concept that children must “pay back” their parents for giving life to them by
demonstrating service towards them (ScienceDirect, n.d.). Since filial piety is mostly an Asian
concept, it may be difficult for Asian Americans, who have “left” the traditions of their Asianness
behind in their home countries, to practice it in a white-centered America. One of the case studies
in the text by Eng and Han (2018) struck me deeply through its portrayal of filial piety and its
relationship to melancholia. The case study talked about Elaine, a university student that has
“inherited” her mother’s depression and melancholia. Elaine’s parents have left everything
behind in South Korea to come to America. Elaine feels the astounding need to succeed
(upholding the model minority myth) because she feels guilty that her parents would have had a
much happier life if they had stayed in Korea and did not come to America for Elaine’s sake. Eng
and Han (2018) tell this story through a lens of melancholia — because Elaine’s mom is depressed
because of mourning the loss that can never be replaced (leaving what she knows of behind),
Elaine “inherits” that depression and struggles with melancholia and loss herself. She feels guilty
for “causing” this depression and melancholia when it is American society’s lack of acceptance
of Elaine and her family’s Asianness. Melancholia then can manifest through the expectation of
filial piety and the difficulty of “marrying” two cultures for Asian Americans. For Asian
Americans (especially those that are of second generation and continued), they are unable to
leave behind their “loss” and continue on to new objects because they are not accepted in a white
supremacist society. However, at the same time, they do not have anything to go back to or to
replace the “loss” that the unacceptance causes — they have left behind their “home” cultures,

placing them in a perpetual state of mourning, which is melancholia. As mentioned before, Asian



Americans are considered “split subjects”. They not only have to deal with being Othered but
accept the fact that if they do become “accepted” in a white supremacist society, they are
becoming okay with the fact that they are joining a racist society — one that has caused loss and
mourning in them before. Asian Americans, then, become the “creation of a subject dead to his
or her desires” (Eng & Han, 2018, p. 46). Melancholia, then, becomes a form of coping strategy

because it explains our “inbetweenness”.

Inscrutability and Being “Alive”

Inscrutability has been used as a “powerful orientalist discourse” to center whiteness and
to put Asianness as something “impenetrable or unfathomable to investigation; quite
unintelligible, entirely mysterious” (Huang, 2022, p. 2). Inscrutability, according to Huang
(2022), is important to study in the context of Asian Americans because not only does it situate
the racialization that Asian Americans face, but also for “interdisciplinary studies of race, gender,
sexuality, and minoritarian aesthetics that may rely on the work of Asian American studies as an
unspoken epistemic limit (p. 13)”. Furthermore, inscrutability is related to animacies and being
“alive”. Chen (2012) says that animacies “has been described variously as a quality of agency,
awareness, mobility, and liveness” (p. 2). The relationship between animacies and inscrutability

can be seen in the following quote by Huang (2022):

In an American racial landscape, Asian Americans present a different kind of problem
than being “too much alive” but rather not lively enough. The charge of not being lively,
however, carries its own emotional, psychological, and political stakes, such that the very

liveliness of Asian American culture and humanity is questioned. (p. 19)



As stated in the quote, Asian Americans are seen as not “alive” enough. The politics of being
alive or “moved” is incorporated into inscrutability and how Asian Americans are seen in the
white supremacist society. Chen (2012) talks about the “affective state of being ‘animated’” can
mean the bare minimum of being in an affective condition, but being racialized, twist being
“animated” and therefore alive, as “overemotional” (p. 11). This then brings up the question of
how much space racialized groups can take up in a white supremacist society. When they do
“take up space”, how they take up space is mediated by white supremacy. Asian Americans are
told to only take up space through the lens of the Yellow Peril or the Model Minority myth, both
ideologies that benefit white supremacy. However, inscrutability can be seen as a form of
resistance to this. This is further supported by Huang (2022), who says that Asian inscrutability
“disturbs the emotionality of political expression” (p. 19). Asian inscrutability, as a form of
resistance, allows Asian Americans to reclaim how the affects surrounding them will be moved

in a white supremacist society.

Before I dig into how Asian inscrutability is a form of resistance and a way to “take up
space” for Asian Americans, I would like to explore the relationship between inscrutability, white
benevolence and animacy. White benevolence plays a role in Asian American inscrutability
because Asian Americans, as the “Othered” subject in the United States, must rely on white
invitation and benevolence to be “accepted”. This “acceptance”, however, is dependent on what
Asians can provide as a service to whiteness, placing Asians in a constant place of servitude
under white supremacy. Historically, according to Chun et al. (2024), white benevolence has
started within the white upper/middle class. Not only did they benefit from this “benevolence”
through exploitative immigration and labour policies, which Asian Americans had no power

over, but these “benevolent” white people could be seen as “enlightened” compared to the non-



benevolent “lower” white society. White benevolence plays a role in inscrutability because it is
through white benevolence that Asian Americans have been seen as “malleable”. Being
malleable is an important theme in affects surrounding Asian Americans not only due to white
benevolence that determine whether we are worthy to take up space, but also because our refusal
to mould to these dynamics and therefore becoming inscrutable and operate as a form of
resistance. Asian Americans have to perform for “elite” (white) eyes through the Model Minority
myth. When Asian Americans are offered “provisional status” in white-dominant institutions,
despite the lack of political and historical representations (Mufoz, as cited in Huang, 2022, p.
186), it is because they are “performing” a certain type of servitude and therefore is being
affected. By being inscrutable, impenetrable and refusing to be affected, Asian Americans are
able to decide how they take up space in a white supremacist society by reclaiming the affects
surrounding us. For example, Asianness, under the gaze of white supremacy, is seen as a threat.
Ahmed (2004) talks about how “hate” can be associated with “love”. The “hate” for Others that
occurs under white supremacy is framed as a result of the “love” that they have for their nation.
This is important because as Ahmed (2004) says, “the replacement of one word for an emotion
with another word produces a narrative” (p. 13). Chen (2012) in their work, talks about how
Asians were seen as “invaders” through the lead toy panic. Asians being associated with
bioterrorism is a reoccurring concept, COVID-19 pandemic further accelerating these ideas. The
association of Asians with bioterrorism is seen as especially frightening for white supremacy
because it is this idea that when something is attached to human producers, even if the threat is
far away, a disease can still manifest, even though “even if its condition is not (even transitively)
communicable” (Chen, 2012, p. 169). Therefore, as Chen (2012) said about lead, Asianness

could be “like any toxin, perhaps especially because it is not alive, it can be detached and



reattached to diverse cultural and biological forms” (Chen, 2012, p. 187). By reclaiming the
inscrutability that was once used to evoke fears against Asian Americans, the inscrutability can

attach itself to certain narratives.

Inscrutability can be used as a form of resistance for Asian Americans through the refusal
to be affected. An article by Chun et al. (2024) details an incident that happened in Napa Valley,
California in the United States where Chinese-Filipino American Jordan Eli Chan and her family
were hurled racist remarks at them by a white man, Michael Lofthouse, in a restaurant. Although
the family was “defended” by the white server, Genica Cochran (signifying “white
benevolence”), it is worthy to examine the affects surrounding the scene. First, the scene was
made possible to be viewable through digital platforms — Chan herself has uploaded the video of
her and her family being racially harassed onto social media. And although on the surface it
seemed like “justice was served” through the involvement of Cochran, the benevolent white
defender, the truth could not be further. Chan (like most women of colour online) was forced to
deactivate her social accounts due to the outpouring of harassment, while Cochran was given a
GoFundMe by a viewer where people raised “tips” for this benevolent white defender. The ones
that benefited from this situation — the white server and the platforms on which Chan uploaded
her video on and circulated around, continue a narrative of a specific power dynamic, one of
white supremacy and platform imperialism. However, it is worthy to examine how Chan acted in
the video. Instead of coiling away, Chan “stood up” to Lofthouse, saying, “What? Say that
again!”. This reaction, according to Chun et al. (2024) is a refusal to be affected. This surprise,
disengagement, disgust and most importantly, disaffection — are states that “complete the circuit
of witnessing and estrange racism as fundamentally alien” (p. 444). Therefore, Chan’s reaction

and refusal to be affected places racism in as something non-normative, a contrast to everyday



practices of racism and microaggressions that occur when Asians are put under specific affects,
such as fear. Furthermore, the documentation of racism, which is shown through the video that
Chan has recorded, “estranges and exposes racism as a performance that the offender cannot
disavow and make disappear with an apology” (p. 445). This “refusal to be viewed as affected
precludes group affiliation and constitutes a refusal of amplification” (Chun et al., 2024, p. 444).
By this refusal to be affected and therefore inscrutability, Chan is “taking up space” and therefore
being “alive”. Not only that, but Chan is also not putting herself in this box that was created by
white supremacy, and therefore these manuscripts of how she should act under “normative”
ways. Chan, in her reaction, has become “alive” and forms a resistance to the inscrutability that
determines her as not “lively enough”. Although in her reaction she is taking up space, the results
of the circulation of this video, still uphold certain narratives. Therefore, Asian inscrutability can
be seen more as a coping mechanism than a structural “fix”. In order for a structural “fix” to be
possible, existing narratives and cultural histories of Asian Americans must be reset — and
therefore inscrutability offers a band-aid solution to the affects that have already permeated
Asian American history. There is no perfect solution that places Asian inscrutability as the

perfect “fix”, but rather a structural reset of dismantling white supremacy must be done.

Conclusion

Melancholia and inscrutability are affects that surround the cultural histories and
memories of Asian Americans. These affects work as coping mechanisms for Asian Americans
living under white supremacy. Melancholia and inscrutability, as affects, place Asians in forms of
resistance and negotiation because under a white supremacist society, Asians are seen as “forever

foreigners”. Melancholia, the state of perpetual mourning, is a coping mechanism for Asian



Americans because we are attempting to understand that we will never be fully accepted in
American society and in our “home” countries. The inbetweenness that causes melancholia is an
affect that “sticks” to us and our attempts at assimilation. Not only that, but melancholia also
explains the Asian American experience, our mourning and how we cope with the affects that
“stick” to us. Meanwhile, inscrutability operates as a coping mechanism because it can be
reclaimed into a form of resistance. Historically, Asian Americans were seen as inscrutable and
therefore a “threat”. Asian Americans are also seen as “not lively enough” and therefore devoid
of humanity. However, by refusing to be molded under white supremacy and therefore in a place
of servitude under it, Asian Americans are taking up space and reclaiming that inscrutability, and
placing racism as something non-normative. In conclusion, melancholia and inscrutability are
both affects that not only operate as coping mechanisms and forms of resistance for Asian
Americans but can explain the Asian American experience under America that is built on white

supremacy.
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