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Perception seemsto run againg latter generation Adan Americans. Asa Chinese
American, born in Riversde, Cdifornia, and living in various places in the United States
throughout his youth, (Indiana, Tennessee, Bermuda, Cdifornia), Garrett Wang, who
currently plays Harry Kim on Star Trek: Voyager, has had to dedl with the chalenges of
being an Asan American and becoming an Asan American actor.

The fundamenta chdlenge for him while growing
up was deding with blind raciam. "Eight years of my
life was spent in Memphis, Tennessee" Wang
recdls "And | was mede very, very panfully avare
of who | was, thet | wasnot inthe ‘in crowd’ soto
gpeek, not one of the ‘status quo’ because | didn’t
have Caucasoid fegtures. | was reminded of that by
srangersday in and day out, and it [became] very,
very annoying."

In histeenage years, there were times when he
virtualy denounced his Chinese heritage because of
the prgudice and hatred he had to ded with, and
maindream American culture didn’t ssem to hdp
matters "All my life | was exposed to films, TV,
people, but mostly Caucasian people, modly films
with Caucasians modly TV with Caucasians,”
Wang recdls.

It waan't until histwo exchange trips to Taiwan that hiswhole perception of himsdf

changed. "After both trips, | think | found mysdf," Wang says. "I understood where | was
from, who | was, by being immersed within a country where | looked like the mgority. |
was not the minority. And that, like, changed alight in my heed. | immediaidy hed so
much more sHf-confidence, not worrying about whet other people sad, [or] their

perceptions.”

That confidence has helped him gain afoathold in a career path that is difficult enough.
Wang naotes, "Thewhole key isthat you need to ‘ get tgpe on yoursdf; in order to get
people to respect that you can act, you need to have proof that you' ve dreedy acted in
something dse, o it'ssuch acatch- 22." But as an Asan American actor, thereisan
additiond chdlenge. "Adan American actors have it tougher,” Warg says, "because so



many of the auditions that are coming out, there are dill alarge percentage which are
dereotypicd, and theré sno way around it." Roles like the Chinese ddlivery boy, the
kung-fu Chinese mafiaman, or the grocery store owner with the strong accent il
persg. "So when you' re garting out, if you were to turn down everything that was
Sereotypicd, you would pretty much have one audition...ayear," Wang sayswith a
sarcadtic chuckle.

Wang recdls, "1 did do [roleg] thet were | think were
redly just cheezy. Onewas [for] afriend of minewho
was aMainland [Ching] actor, and, one day he was doing
sometype of film and he just cdled me up the night
before, *We need a couple hundred people to bein this
scene I’'min, and will you just come down to play this
pat? I'mlike ‘Okay, | guessso.” It turnsout, I'min
thislimo and the sceneis, I’ m supposedly this Chinese
mefiaguy, ayoung guy in asuit, and [my friend] isthe
rebdlious gang guy, and he kills me by choking meto
death." Wang comments with alaugh, "That' sthe lagt
time| did anything from someone who cdled me
overnight!"

With his career now on the upswing, for ingance, he was
named as one of People magazine s 50 most beautiful
people of 1997, Wang now has the opportunity to make a
difference. His steedy role on Star Trek: Voyager gives
him the chance to show an Asan American in anon
dereotypicd role, arare opportunity in Hollywood.
"Through the higory of televison, how many non
gereotypica roles do you have? Sofew for series
regulars” Wang notes. In the past 40 years there have
been less than a dozen AsanAmerican actorsin such rolesin shows thet lasted longer

than a 9ngle season. Other notable actors include, George Take ("Star Trek™), Jack Soo
("Barney Miller"), and Dustin Nguyen (21 Jump Street”).

Wang' s effort agangt Adan American serectyping continues in his movie career, with
hisrole as Troy Tashimain Toronto-born, Eric Koyanagi’ s independent film "“Hundred
Percent.” "Hollywood nesds amovie like this. They haven't seen movieslike this before"
Wang says about the film that screened a the opening gda of the second annud
Vancouver Adan Him Fedtivd.

Wang'sraoleisonein which at imitates life, as he plays an Adan American actor,
supported by hisgirlfriend Clevdland (Lindsesy Price). His character isfaced with the
dilemmacof developing a carer a the expense of hisdignity and everything thet is
important to him. Mixed in with that in a pulp-fiction-esque style, are the stories of Isaac
(Dustin Nyugen) who fdlsin love with Thaise (Tamlyn Tomita), and Sim (Darion



Basco) and Casey (Kelko Agena), two Rudtifarian, "In the Hood" wannabes on ajourney
of soiritud discovery with as much marijuana as they can smoke.

In this"comedy with a dightly different dant,” Wang
co-garswith an dl Asan-American cadt inamovie
thet challenges and derivesiits humour by having fun
with Hollywood' s Asan serectypes. It sthe ability

of the film to be both funny and meaningful thet
givesthefilm animplicit depth, giving the message
that whilethe charactersare "Agan" in gppearance,
their persondities are totaly different from whet one
would expect through rooted stereotypes. The
perceptions of the world surrounding these characters
are supplanted by their own resolve to be unique—to
be ahundred percent themselves.

One of the bendfits of the film onceit goesinto
generd rdeaseisthe potentid to reduce the amount
of ignorance that persstsin society with respect to
Asans born and raised outsde Asia. For anyone
who's had to ded with racism and prgudice, it' sthe
ignorance that breeds such perceptions. Wang says, "When | walk down the street, and
they make fun of me, if they sart doing alittle kung-fu bit, or [imitate a Chinese voicel—
and it sawaysthe voice, they dwaystry to imitate the accent—they’ re not making fun

of me, that's not me they’re making fun of, | don't spesk like thet!

Wang continues, "And that’ swhat was S0 difficult for me to dedl with asayouth growing
up inthat, I have dl these people coming up and making this funny sound out of ther
mouth, which doesn't rdateto me a al because | spesk perfect English; | don't spesk
with an accent. And for [people] to do that, dl | can refer to are people who are new
[Immigrants]. And 0 often times, thereis| think some sense of animogty from Adan
Americanstoward Asan Nationas because it’ sthe Asan Nationds, the way they spesk,
who are being imitated. The ‘joke ison them, yet it gets misdirected onto mysdlf, which
pisses me off."

Implicit to Wang' s effortsis the belief that bresking the Stereotypes perpetuated in
Hollywood productionsis akey sep in the fight againgt racism and prejudice. "The only
timeit's going to stop is when someone gets up to the point where they are a household
name across the world and at that point you have a platform where everyoneisligening,”
Wang says. "l think that would definitely help cut down these racist viewpointsthet alot
of people seem to havein America™

Wang continues, "There are fill alot of pockets of preudice around. People who have to
ded with it, have to redize that it's going to happen, people will say things, people will

be prejudiced. The only thing is, you just have to be true to yoursdlf. Be your own person
and do what you know isright. And through time, if that person has any brains, and they



get to know who you are as a person, that' s how you breek through the stereotypica
bonds thet are holding down alot of people.”
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