
By Bertrand Teo

The quiet corridors of 
Ballantine Hall on the 
morning of Saturday, 

Sep 25, 2009, belied the bus-
tling intellectual discourse 
that was taking place behind 
closed doors. Day 1 of the 
2-day inaugural Graduate 
Student Conference in Asian 
American Studies was in full 
throttle. 
    Hosted by IU and Purdue 
University, the conference 
saw graduate students from 
the Big Ten and the Universi-

ty of Chicago gathered at the 
IU Bloomington to showcase 
their research related to Asian 
American Studies. 
    As indicated in the confer-
ence theme, “Crossroads: 
Asian America/Asian Dias-
pora across Disciplines,” the 
presentations brought into 
conversation diverse fields 
such as English, history, poli-
tics, sociology, communica-
tion, media, and gender stud-
ies. A roundtable on teaching 
and a panel on professional-
ism were also held.
    During the keynote ad-

dress titled “A Rough Guide 
to Asian American Studies,” 
Josephine Lee, director of the 
Asian American Studies Con-
sortium for the Committee 
on Institutional Cooperation 
(CIC), addressed this inter-
disciplinary nature of Asian 
American Studies when she 
spoke about the challenges 
and benefits of having such a 
program in colleges.
    Lee said that Asian Ameri-
can Studies is not widely of-
fered because it is not viewed 

Inaugural Conference brings together scholars from Midwest 

Eugene Gloria (Associate Prof. at DePauw University), Samrat Upadhray (Associate Prof. of English 
at Indiana University), and Debra Kang Dean (Lecturer in AAST at Indiana University) read excerpts 
from their work at the “Poetry and Fiction Reading” on the last day of the conference. Photo by Kako 
Koshino.

Asian American Studies at the Crossroads
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Beyond color and gender

By Bertrand Teo

Suzanne Thomas knows 
how to make a dra-
matic entrance. With 

an electric guitar in hand, the 
Los Angeles-based musician 
surged through the crowd of 
gyrating audience members, 
bursting onto the stage for a 
surprise solo interlude during a 
piece by musical ensemble, IU 
Soul Revue. 
    Thomas, along with her 
band, Suzanne and The Blues 
Church, was one of the acts 
headlining a Saturday, Nov 13, 
2009 concert for the black rock 
music conference, Reclaiming 
the Right to Rock. 
    Organized by the Archives 
of African American Music & 
Culture (AAAMC), the confer-
ence explored the historical 
roots of black rock music and 
other broader societal issues by 
reviewing the rich diversity in 
this genre. 
    During a pre-conference 
event on Friday, Nov. 12, 
2009, guest speaker Thomas 
shared her experience and 
perspective on the issue of 
adoption. A biracial child born 
in South Korea, Thomas was 
subsequently adopted by an 
African American family at 5 
in the US.
    “It was very difficult trying 
to find myself because, for one, 
here I am, a half black, half 
Asian kid, who was growing 
up in a black family whose 
parents didn’t want to be 
black,” Thomas said. “They 
were passing off as white. And 
they were sending me to a 
Jewish school. So it was a very 
confusing experience.”

    The event – part of a 
running biweekly informal 
roundtable lunch discussion 
titled “Who Are Asian Pacific 
Americans?” – was organized 
by the Asian Culture Center  
and co-sponsored by the Asian 
American Studies Program 
in collaboration with the 
AAAMC. 
    Held at the Asian Culture 
Center, topics discussed per-
tain to Asian American issues 
– this week being on the post 

war Korean baby adoption 
by American household from 
1955 to 1961, in observance 
of the concurrent “National 
Adoption Month Awareness.”
    After the Korean War (1950 
to 1953), a movement to adopt 
orphaned children in South 
Korea transpired in the US. 
The plight of ‘GI babies,’ 
mixed race children from 
American GIs and Korean 
women, sparked this trend 
thanks to media coverage that 

documented how these chil-
dren suffered intense discrimi-
nation from a Korean society 
notorious about maintaining 
racial purity. 
    “When you’re an adopted 
child, you don’t think you were 
given away for your own good, 
just like a kid who is spanked 
doesn’t think like, ‘oh yeah 
right, she’s doing this for my 
own good,’” Thomas said. “I 
hated my mother for giving me 
away and for all the problems I 
experience. But it took my old-
est daughter – for me to have a 
child – to understand what she 
had really done for me, espe-
cially since they were killing 
children like myself.”
    Beyond that attitude and 
ferocious performing energy, 
Thomas’ thoughtfulness and 
insight shone through as 
a panelist – a result of her 
experience from her roles as 
a biracial woman, mother, 
sister, colleague and friend, 
said Portia Maultby, director of 
the AAAMC and Professor of 
Folklore and Ethnomusicology.
    “In Suzanne you’re looking 
at multiple identities, identi-
ties based on region, race, 
ethnicity,” Maultby said.  “She 
also represented an area that I 
wanted to cover – a different 
generation, a generation older.” 
    For Thomas, a personal 
message she hopes to highlight 
through the conference about 
rock music is that it “is not the 
torn jeans or the rugged looks,” 
neither does it belong to race 
or individual. 
    “There is no white rock or 
black,” Thomas said. “Rock 
came from the blues. Rock is 
about the attitude.”

Suzanne Thomas ran the gamut of Gospel, Blues, and Hard Rock in her 
concert performance. Photo by Mike Lee, a PhD Student in Ethnomu-
sicology.

Black rock conference guest confronts post-Korean War adoption
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Culture Spread Photos by Bertrand Teo

The annual Asian American Association Fashion 
Show held Friday, Nov. 20, showcased ethnic cloth-

ing from various Asian groups. The variety featured 
performances from Hip Hop ConnXion, IU Bboys, Rod 
Rivera, Justin Zheng, and Middle Eastern dancers. Dona-
tions from the event went to typhoon victims in South-
east Asia.

Asian American Association Fashion Show

In line with breast cancer awareness month, 
Asian-interest sorority Kappa Gamma Delta 

organized a date auction on Friday, Oct. 16, at 
Wilkie auditorium to raise money to benefit phil-
anthropic organization Susan G. Komen for the 
Cure. Money donated went into breast cancer 
research. 

Kappa Gamma Delta Date Auction
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Culture Spread Photos by Bertrand Teo

The inaugural Bloomington Multicultur-
al Expo, held at Bryan Park on Satur-

day, Oct. 10, brought together three ethnic 
festivals – the Moon Festival, Soul Food 
Festival, and Festival Latino – and an inter-
national festival village. The Expo’s goal 
was to highlight diversity in Bloomington 
and celebrate cultures around the world.

Bloomington Multicultural Expo



- 5 -

Faculty Profiles By Bertrand Teo

Jennifer Lee, Assistant Professor in Sociology
SOC 342: Asian American Communities & Identities 

Jennifer Lee had not always plan on pursuing a career in 
higher education, but taking sociology classes in college 
inspired her to delve into this academic field.

    “I started out as a math/computer science major, but failed 
differential equations,” she said.  “So, I took courses to see what 
else I was interested in, and ended up really enjoying my sociol-
ogy courses.” 
    As a consequence, Lee also took Asian American Studies 
courses to understand her identity as an Asian American and was 
fascinated that her individual experience was common among 
other Asian Americans.  
    This spring 2010, she teaches the course ‘Asian American 
Communities & Identities’ in hopes of passing on that ‘fascina-
tion’ to students. Her class examines the communities, cultures, 
and identities of Asians in the United States within a social and 
historical context in order to address questions about who is 
viewed as American and how Asian Americans establish and 
maintain their ethnic identities.
    “Hopefully the materials in this course will expose students 
to different ways of thinking other than their own,” she said. “I 

don’t expect students to change 
their beliefs, but I do expect them 
to objectively reflect upon the rea-
sons why they hold these particular 
beliefs.”
    Asian Americans are a rapidly 
growing, yet understudied popula-
tion, says Lee, hence the circula-
tion of myths and stereotypes 
about Asians and Asian Americans 
persists. 
    “I hope that this class can help 
to confront and challenge some of 
those stereotypes by learning about 
past and present immigration and settlement experiences of Asian 
Americans,” she says. “I think the class can help students look 
at their own experiences from a different perspective.  Even if 
someone is not Asian American, issues of social class, commu-
nity, education, and identity all still apply to him or her. 

Photo from IU Sociology 
Web site.

Karen Inouye, American Studies Lecturer

The USA has been the undisputed leader in dictating world 
pop culture trends, thanks to Hollywood films, Hip Hop 
music, and fashion lines such as Levi’s that have been 

embraced and emulated all over the world. 
    However, in recent decades, Asian pop culture – in the form of 
Hong Kong action cinema, Japanese anime, video games, martial 
arts, and yoga – has grown in influence and found a significant 
following in America. 
    Doctor Karen Inouye explores this phenomenon through her 
course, “Popular Culture of Asia in America,” by analyzing 
cultural products from Asia and the trends that have emerged in 
the US.
    “I have been particularly struck by the popularity of Anime and 
Manga in the U.S.,” says Inouye, who added that the objective of 
teaching the course is to allow “students to have a space to think 
about how images of Asia and America are transferred back and 
forth through popular culture.”  
    Inouye says that her eight-year-old daughter is the reason for 
her interest in the power of consumption through influences from 
popular culture disseminated by the mass media.  

    “I think it is useful to think 
about the subtle and not-so-
subtle power of the media, 
films, newspapers, television, 
and music in influencing what 
we buy and how we think about 
other countries and cultures,” 
she said. “The course is an op-
portunity to think about such 
influences.”
    Inouye, who has a PhD from 
Brown University in American 
Studies, trained in Asian Ameri-
can history with a specialization 
in Japanese American history. She says her parents and grand-
parents were interned during World War Two, and knowledge of 
their three year incarceration informs her teaching.
    “Learning about different cultures – and their histories in the 
US – is one of the most important things to take from college,” 
she says.

AMST 350/AAST 300: Popular Culture of Asia in America

Photo from The College of Arts 
and Sciences Faculty Web site.
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as a ‘pure’ subject since it traverses disciplines. She also noted 
that demographic changes within Asian America due to the 
ongoing immigration has meant that this field is ever-evolv-
ing, and thus difficult to teach in schools.
    Such a program however is an asset to big universities like 
IU, Lee said, because it builds “community and academy, by 
breaking intellectual paradigms and social hierarchy.” Lee 
added that Asian American Studies can be a “model of col-
legiality, collaboration and connectivity” for universities.
    At the close of the conference, during a dinner banquet, 
Anurag Mendhekar, IU alumnus and founder of Blue Vector 
Systems headquartered in California was honored with the 
IU Asian Alumni Association’s Distinguished Asian Pacific 
American Alumni Award.
    Joan Pong Linton, IU associate professor of English and 
director of IU’s Asian American Studies Program, said key 
benefits of the conference was to provide an opportunity for 
graduate students to network with faculty and peers in the 
field and learn about research being done at CIC institutions.
    “On any campus, we may have several departments with 
graduate students doing research in Asian American studies, 
but usually they’re pretty isolated,” Linton said. “We want to 
get our graduate students together, from across the campuses, 
so they know they are not alone.”

Conference
Continued from page 1

Announcements Asian American Studies Program

Upcoming Website Updates
Visit the AASP Newsletter Online (http://www.indiana.edu/~aasp/
newsletter/) for regular updates and more articles. 
Upcoming content updates include:
•     Faculty Profile: Professor Fernando Ona
•     Student Profile: Mayumi Hoshino, History Graduate Student
•     Calendar of AASP and community events

You’ll also be able to leave your own comments and submit story 
ideas.  Check it out!

AAST CoUrSES IN SPrING 2010

•   Social Problems in the Health and Wellbeing of Asian America (AAST300)
     Instructor: Fernando Ona 
     Schedule: Tu/Th 1:00pm – 2:15pm

The primary objective of the course is to engage students with selected aspects of the emerging canon of scholarly literature in  
Asian American Studies, specifically social and health problems that face Asian America. Students will critically examine the nature 
and characteristics of social problems in health and well being that Asian Americans experience, and engage with theoretical frame-
works for understanding such social problems. They will also have the opportunity to review potential solutions to these issues and 
discuss current approaches to public health interventions that attempt to address these challenges. The course adopts a case study 
approach and incorporates a community-based participatory research module and process as the basis of a course research project.

•   Playing with Difference: Popular Cultures of Asia in America (AAST300 / AMST350)
     Instructor: Karen Inouye 
     Schedule: Tu/Th 1:15am – 12:30pm

This course examines how and why Asian cultures have become so prevalent in American popular culture. Topics include Hong 
Kong cinema, anime, so-called fusion cuisine, video games, martial arts, and yoga.

•   Asian American Communities and Identities (SoC342)
     Instructor: Jennifer Lee 
     Schedule: Tu/Th 2:30pm – 3:45pm

This course takes a sociological approach to examining the communities, cultures, and identities of Asians in the United States. Us-
ing material from academic articles and books, films and novels, students will examine Asian American experiences within broader 
social and historical contexts in order to address questions about who is viewed as American and how Asian Americans establish 
and maintain their ethnic identities.

http://www.indiana.edu/~aasp/newsletter/
http://www.indiana.edu/~aasp/newsletter/

