
Invisibility is an Unnatural 35 

Disaster: 
Reflections of an 
Asian American Woman 
Mitsuye Yamada 

Last year for the Asian segment of the Ethnic American Literature 
course I was teaching, I selected a new anthology entitled Aiiieeeee! 
compiled by a group of outspoken Asian American writers. During 
the discussion of the long but thought-provoking introduction to this 
anthology, one of my students blurted out that she was offended by its 
militant tone and that as a white person she was tired of always being 
blamed for the oppression of all the minorities. I noticed several of her 
classmates' eyes nodding in tacit agreement. A discussion of the "mili-
tant" voices in some of the other writings we had read in the course 
ensued. Surely, I pointed out, some of these other writings have been 
just as, if not more, militant as the words in this introduction? Had 
they been offended by those also but failed to express their feelings 
about them? To my surprise, they said they were not offended by any 
of the Black American, Chicano or American Indian writings, but 
were hard-pressed to explain why when I asked for an explanation. 
A little further discussion revealed that they "understood" the anger 
expressed by the Black and Chicanos and they "empathized" with 
the frustrations and sorrow expressed by the American Indian. But 
the Asian Americans?? 

Then finally, one student said it for all of them: "It made me angry. 
Their anger made me angry, because I didn't even know the Asian 
Americans felt oppressed. I didn't expect their anger." 

At this time I was involved in an academic due process procedure 
begun as a result of a grievance I had filed the previous semester 
against the administrators at my college. I had filed a grievance for 
violation of my rights as a teacher who had worked in the district for 
almost eleven years. My student's remark "Their anger made me angry 
. . . I didn't expect their anger," explained for me the reactions of some 
of my own colleagues as well as the reactions of the administrators 
during those previous months. The grievance procedure was a time-
consuming and emotionally draining process, but the basic principle 
was too important for me to ignore. That basic principle was that I, an 
individual teacher, do have certain rights which are given and my 
superiors cannot, should not, violate them with impunity. When this 
was pointed out to them, however, they responded with shocked sur-
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prise that I, of all people, would take them to task for violation of what 
was clearly written policy in our college district. They all seemed to 
exclaim, "We don't understand this; this is so uncharacteristic of her; 
she seemed such a nice person, so polite, so obedient, so non-trouble-
making." What was even more surprising was once they were forced 
to acknowledge that I was determined to start the due process action, 
they assumed I was not doing it on my own. One of the administrators 
suggested someone must have pushed me into this, undoubtedly some 
of "those feminists" on our campus, he said wryly. 

In this age when women are clearly making themselves visible on 
all fronts, I, an Asian American woman, am still functioning as a "front 
for those feminists" and therefore invisible. The realization of this 
sinks in slowly. Asian Americans as a whole are finally coming to 
claim their own, demanding that they be included in the multicultural 
history of our country. I like to think, in spite of my administrator's 
myopia, that the most stereotyped minority of them all, the Asian 
American woman, is just now emerging to become part of that group. 
It took forever. Perhaps it is important to ask ourselves why it took so 
long. We should ask ourselves this question just when we think we are 
emerging as a viable minority in the fabric of our society. I should add 
to my student's words, "because I didn't even know they felt oppressed," 
that it took this long because we Asian American women have not 
admitted to ourselves that we were oppressed. We, the visible minority 
that is invisible. 

I say this because until a few years ago I have been an Asian Ameri-
can woman working among non-Asians in an educational institution 
where most of the decision-makers were men*; an Asian American 
woman thriving under the smug illusion that I was not the stereotypic 
image of the Asian woman because I had a career teaching English in a 
community college. I did not think anything assertive was necessary 
to make my point. People who know me, I reasoned, the ones who 
count, know who I am and what I think. Thus, even when what I con-
sidered a veiled racist remark was made in a casual social setting, I 
would "let it go" because it was pointless to argue with people who 
didn't even know their remark was racist. I had supposed that I was 
practicing passive resistance while being stereotyped, but it was so 
passive no one noticed I was resisting; it was so much my expected 
role that it ultimately rendered me invisible. 

My experience leads me to believe that contrary to what I thought, I 
had actually been contributing to my own stereotyping. Like the hero 

*It is hoped this will change now that a black woman is Chancellor of our college 
district. 



37 Mitsuye Yamada 

in Ralph Ellison's novel The Invisible Man, I had become invisible to 
white Americans, and it clung to me like a bad habit. Like most bad 
habits, this one crept up on me because I took it in minute doses like 
Mithradates' poison and my mind and body adapted so well to it I 
hardly noticed it was there. 

For the past eleven years I have busied myself with the usual chores 
of an English teacher, a wife of a research chemist, and a mother of 
four rapidly growing children. I hadn't even done much to shatter this 
particular stereotype: the middle class woman happy to be bringing 
home the extra income and quietly fitting into the man's world of 
work. When the Asian American woman is lulled into believing that 
people perceive her as being different from other Asian women (the 
submissive, subservient, ready-to-please, easy-to-get-along-with 
Asian woman), she is kept comfortably content with the state of 
things. She becomes ineffectual in the milieu in which she moves. The 
seemingly apolitical middle class woman and the apolitical Asian 
woman constituted a double invisibility. 

I had created an underground culture of survival for myself and had 
become in the eyes of others the person I was trying not to be. Because 
I was permitted to go to college, permitted to take a stab at a career or 
two along the way, given "free choice" to marry and have a family, 
given a "choice" to eventually do both, I had assumed I was more or 
less free, not realizing that those who are free make and take choices; 
they do not choose from options proffered by "those out there." 

I, personally, had not "emerged" until I was almost fifty years old. 
Apparently through a long conditioning process, I had learned how 
not to be seen for what I am. A long history of ineffectual activities had 
been, I realize now, initiation rites toward my eventual invisibility. 
The training begins in childhood; and for women and minorities, 
whatever is started in childhood is continued throughout their adult 
lives. I first recognized just how invisible I was in my first real con-
frontation with my parents a few years after the outbreak of World 
War II. 

During the early years of the war, my older brother, Mike, and I left 
the concentration camp in Idaho to work and study at the University 
of Cincinnati. My parents came to Cincinnati soon after my father's 
release from Internment Camp (these were POW camps to which 
many of the Issei* men, leaders in their communities, were sent by 
the FBI), and worked as domestics in the suburbs. I did not see them 
too often because by this time I had met and was much influenced by a 
pacifist who was out on a "furlough" from a conscientious objectors' 

* Issei - Immigrant Japanese, living in the U.S. 
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camp in TVenton, North Dakota. When my parents learned about my 
"boy friend" they were appalled and frightened. After all, this was the 
period when everyone in the country was expected to be one-hundred 
percent behind the war effort, and the Nisei* boys who had volun-
teered for the Armed Forces were out there fighting and dying to 
prove how American we really were. However, during interminable 
arguments with my father and overheard arguments between my 
parents, I was devastated to learn they were not so much concerned 
about my having become a pacifist, but they were more concerned 
about the possibility of my marrying one. They were understandably 
frightened (my father's prison years of course were still fresh on his 
mind) about repercussions on the rest of the family. In an attempt to 
make my father understand me, I argued that even if I didn't marry 
him, I'd still be a pacifist; but my father reassured me that it was "all 
right" for me to be a pacifist because as a Japanese national and a "girl" 
it didn't make any difference to anyone. In frustration I remember 
shouting, "But can't you see, I'm philosophically committed to the 
pacifist cause," but he dismissed this with "In my college days we used 
to call philosophy, foolosophy," and that was the end of that. When 
they were finally convinced I was not going to marry "my pacifist," the 
subject was dropped and we never discussed it again. 

As if to confirm my father's assessment of the harmlessness of my 
opinions, my brother Mike, an American citizen, was suddenly 
expelled from the University of Cincinnati while I, "an enemy alien", 
was permitted to stay. We assumed that his stand as a pacifist, 
although he was classified a 4-F because of his health, contributed to 
his expulsion. We were told the Air Force was conducting sensitive 
wartime research on campus and requested his removal, but they 
apparently felt my presence on campus was not as threatening. 

I left Cincinnati in 1945, hoping to leave behind this and other 
unpleasant memories gathered there during the war years, and 
plunged right into the politically active atmosphere at New York Uni-
versity where students, many of them returning veterans, were con-
tinuously promoting one cause or other by making speeches in Wash-
ington Square, passing out petitions, or staging demonstrations. On 
one occasion, I tagged along with a group of students who took a train 
to Albany to demonstrate on the steps of the State Capitol. I think I was 
the only Asian in this group of predominantly Jewish students from 
NYU. People who passed us were amused and shouted "Go home and 
grow up." I suppose Governor Dewey, who refused to see us, assumed 
we were a group of adolescents without a cause as most college 

*Nisei - Second generation Japanese, born in the U.S. 
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students were considered to be during those days. It appears they 
weren't expecting any results from our demonstration. There were no 
newspersons, no security persons, no police. No one tried to stop us 
from doing what we were doing. We simply did "our thing" and went 
back to our studies until next time, and my father's words were again 
confirmed: it made no difference to anyone, being a young student 
demonstrator in peacetime, 1947. 

Not only the young, but those who feel powerless over their own 
lives know what it is like not to make a difference on anyone or any-
thing. The poor know it only too well, and we women have known it 
since we were little girls. The most insidious part of this conditioning 
process, I realize now, was that we have been trained not to expect a 
response in ways that mattered. We may be listened to and responded 
to with placating words and gestures, but our psychological mind set 
has already told us time and again that we were born into a ready-
made world into which we must fit ourselves, and that many of us do 
it very well. 

This mind set is the result of not believing that the political and 
social forces affecting our lives are determined by some person, or a 
group of persons, probably sitting behind a desk or around a confer-
ence table. 

Just recently I read an article about "the remarkable track record of 
success" of the Nisei in the United States. One Nisei was quoted as 
saying he attributed our stamina and endurance to our ancestors 
whose characters had been shaped, he said, by their living in a country 
which has been contantly besieged by all manner of natural disasters, 
such as earthquakes and hurricanes. He said the Nisei has inherited a 
steely will, a will to endure and hence, to survive. 

This evolutionary explanation disturbs me, because it equates the 
"act of God" (i.e. natural disasters) to the "act of man" (i.e., the war, the 
evacuation). The former is not within our power to alter, but the latter, 
I should think, is. By putting the "acts of God" on par with the acts of 
man, we shrug off personal responsibilities. 

I have, for too long a period of time accepted the opinion of others 
(even though they were directly affecting my life) as if they were 
objective events totally out of my control. Because I separated such 
opinions from the persons who were making them, I accepted them the 
way I accepted natural disasters; and I endured them as inevitable. I 
have tried to cope with people whose points of view alarmed me in the 
same way that I had adjusted to natural phenomena, such as hurri-
canes, which plowed into my life from time to time. I would readjust 
my dismantled feelings in the same way that we repaired the broken 
shutters after the storm. The Japanese have an all-purpose expression 
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in their language for this attitude of resigned acceptance: "Shikataganai." 
"It can't be helped." "There's nothing I can do about it." It is said with the 
shrug of the shoulders and tone of finality, perhaps not unlike the 
"those-were-my-orders" tone that was used at the Nuremberg trials. 
With all the sociological studies that have been made about the causes 
of the evacuations of the Japanese Americans during World War II, we 
should know by now that "they" knew that the West Coast Japanese 
Americans would go without too much protest, and of course, "they" 
were right, for most of us (with the exception of those notable few), re-
signed to our fate, albeit bewildered and not willingly. We were not 
perceived by our government as responsive Americans; we were 
objects that happened to be standing in the path of the storm. 

Perhaps this kind of acceptance is a way of coping with the "real" 
world. One stands against the wind for a time, and then succumbs 
eventually because there is no point to being stubborn against all odds. 
The wind will not respond to entreaties anyway, one reasons; one 
should have sense enough to know that. I'm not ready to accept this 
evolutionary reasoning. It is too rigid for me; I would like to think that 
my new awareness is going to make me more visible than ever, and to 
allow me to make some changes in the "man made disaster" I live in at 
the present time. Part of being visible is refusing to separate the actors 
from their actions, and demanding that they be responsible for them. 

By now, riding along with the minorities' and women's movements, 
I think we are making a wedge into the main body of American life, 
but people are still looking right through and around us, assuming we 
are simply tagging along. Asian American women still remain in the 
background and we are heard but not really listened to. Like Musak, 
they think we are piped into the airwaves by someone else. We must 
remember that one of the most insidious ways of keeping women and 
minorities powerless is to let them only talk about harmless and incon-
sequential subjects, or let them speak freely and not listen to them 
with serious intent. 

We need to raise our voices a little more, even as they say to us "This 
is so uncharacteristic of you." To finally recognize our own invisibility 
is to finally be on the path toward visibility. Invisibility is not a natural 
state for anyone. 


