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THE FUTURE



HALF
YELL/

EMBRACING ETHNORAC
AMpiculry

Laura Kina jor Lioyd "Ace™ Gruver coos 3 he clutches his kimorid-
clad Japanese lover. Hana-ogi, in the movie Sayonara
[Marlon Brando and Mike Taka, 19571, "But what would
happen to our children? What wauld they be?” Hana-
ol asks, recognizing the time’s stark racism and prej-
udice. What would they be?” Gruver replies, They'd
be hall Japanese and hall American. They'd be half
yella and half white ™




As a “half yella and half white” kid growing up in the
1970s and 1980s in a small Norwegian town in the Pa-
cific Northwest, | experienced a mixture of normalcy
and exotic novelty surrounding my multiracial heritage.
| am a member of the “biracial baby boom” (aka “Gen-
eration Mix"') that followed the 1967 Loving vs. Virginia
Supreme Court Case, which overturned our nation’s
last antimiscegenation laws. Being mixed race has be-
come commonplace, especially in Japanese American
communities, with 57% of individuals in the 0-30 age
group claiming more than one race by the 2000 United
States Census.” By the mid 1990s, being mixed became
downright trendy. We may not all be "Cablinasian,” but
there was a time not long ago when Nike encouraged
us to envision a world in which we could claim, “| am
Tiger Woods.” A 2003 Sunday New York Times article
went so far as to dub us “Generation E.A.: Ethnically
Ambiguous.””

Despite growing social acceptance, ambiguity can
be a restless and amorphous home. The children of
interracial couples are still faced with the challenge
of naming and claiming their identities and often feel
pressured to align themselves with one ethnoracial
community over another. In the run up to the 2008 Pres-
idential election, racial issues were framed in terms of

choosing one identity, and therefore allegiance, over
the other. Is President Barack Obama Black or biracial,
or both?® On his 2010 Census form, President Obama
chose to identify solely as "Black.” For me, the ubig-
uitous peppering of the questions "What are you?” and

“No, where are you really from?” seasoned me to be-

lieve that | was an anomaly. The blood-quantum an-
swer is that | am 2 Okinawan; . Spanish/Basque; and
; white (French, English, Irish, and Dutch]. I'm just shy
of 5 feet tall and with my brown non-“slanty” eyes, olive
skin, dark hair, and small nose, I'm racially ambigu-
ous but usually assumed to be Latina. "You've got the
best of both worlds,” my mother would tell me. | grew
up identifying as "hapa” (a Native Hawai'ian word for

“half” as in “hapa haole” or “half white”] and amus-

ing my Scandinavian lefse-eating” friends in Poulsbo,
Washington, with imitations of my Grandma Kina's
Hawai'ian Pidgin English.”

When | moved to Chicago to attend the School of
the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) in 1991, | didn't find
any historic or contemporary multiracial artistic role
models beyond the modernist sculptor Isamu Noguchi
(Japanese-Irish American). Artists such as Frida Kahlo,
Romare Bearden, Adrian Piper, and James Luna were
in the history books, but, blinded by the logic of hypo-
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Kip Fulbeck, Untitled [from The Hapa Project], 2006

descent” and the differences between their mixes and
mine, | failed to see affinities. | took a class in Asian
American literature as an undergrad at SAIC and it was
here, in novels such as Shawn Wong's 1995 American
Knees, that | caught my first glimpse of a mixed-Asian
narrative. Longing for fully storied lives of mixed-race
Asians to unfold in the visual arts, | became a cultural
waorker' in Chicago’s Asian American arts community,
creating identity-based artwork as well as collabora-
tively orgamizing art exhibitions, literary readings, per-
formances, film screenings, and slide slams with Des-
tindsian [1992-95), The Foundation for Asian American
Independent Media [1997-2005], and the Asian Ameri-
can Artists Collective-Chicago [2001-2005).

Just as | was emerging into the art world, a back-
lash against multiculturalism was gaining full force.’
| got the sense that | had arrived just a little too late.
Making art about identity-based issues was considered
“overplayed.” The Civil Rights era had been relegated
to nostalgia. Multiculturalism was now “problematic.”
My concerns with identity were bering, all too common,
and didactic. But | continued to call the Asian Ameri-
can art world home, even as | waited to gain full entry
into a larger art market, | kept the late art critic and
Godzilla: Asian American Art Network member Alice

Yang's admanition close at hand: "A group exhibition
that posits race as its only organizing principle always
risks essentialism...in its suppression of issues such as
nationality, sexuality, religion, and class that make up
the complex terrain of identity.”"' | had converted to Ju-
daism during these years, and this new religious iden-
tity, combinad with my multiracial identity, made me

realize how showing exclusively under the umbrella of
“Asian America” had flattened the reading of my work:
The solution was not to defect from Asian America but
rather to challenge essentialism, to expand what it

means to be an Asian American artist. | could be 100%
Jewish, 100% Mixed, and 100% Asian American and this

might or might not be apparent or addressed directly in

my work. | had options.

With the 2000 Census, | was no longer railroaded into
picking one race. | was free from the no man's land of
the racialized “other.” Along with 4.8 million other peo-
ple, including 13.9% of Asian Americans,” | could finally
self-identify as two or more races. | was hungry to find
this community of kinfolk, so | began to paint portraits
of mixed-race Asian Americans. My Hapa Soap Opera
series [2002-2005) was inspired by a combination of the
eighteenth-century Mexican casta painting genre and
the Bollywood movie posters that line the Desi store-
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Laura Kina, Napa Seap Jpera #1, 2002

frants of my Chicago neighborhood [abovel. Rather than
depict ethnographic portraits of "hapas™ as progeny of
two differently raced parents, | created large-scale oil
paintings populated entirely with mixed-race Asians.
Their floating heads gaze longingly at each other and in
defiant opposition to the viewer.

Then | met Kip Fulbeck.

Sitting on the other side of the camera, Kip snapped
my portrait back in 2005 lalong with pertraits of 1.19%
other people] for whal has becorme his widely popular
Hapa Project lopposite pagel. He asked each of us to
write down our ethnicities and answer the recurring
“What Are You?" guestion. Our witty and sometimes pain-
ful answers were printed next to our headshots. He cap-
tured a representational sampling of the complexity of
mixed-race Asian identities, With the rise of online social
networking and the groundswell of multiracial organiza-
tions," what at first, for me, was an "imagined communi-
ty"" soon became a very real community of fellow mixed-
race arlists, academics, and community organizers.

Mo sconer had | settled on identifying personally as
“hapa” and expanding the contours of Asian America to
publicly identily as "mixed heritage” than debate over
the use of the word “hapa” by non-Native Hawaiians
came to a head” and the term “post-black,” coined in

charcoal on papet

Laura Kina,

Shoshanna Weinberger [from the Loving Series], 04

Thelma Golden's 2001 Freestyle exhibition at the Studio
Museum in Harlem, set off several years of "semantic
acrobatic” exercises in postraciality in general, Every
athnic graup had its post-identity art exhibition. | was
included in the Jewish incarnation of this moment, The
MNew Authentics: Artists of the Post-Jewish Generation,
at the Spertus Museum in Chicago in 2007,

Back where | started, | had to ask whal to call myself,
| agree with David Hollinger's post-ethnic preference
for the ethnoracial “choice over prescription” and the
cancept that communities should entail "affiliation by
revocable consent™ [thus, as it is socially allowable
for me to change my religion and profession, | should
be able to choose to what degree | wish lo affiliate
with my communities of descent]. But all these "post”
terms don't define who | am; they just define what I'm
supposedly getting over. | have no desire to "get over”
race or ethnicity. &s my graduate school advisor, the
renowned African American painter Kerry James Mar-
shall, likes to point out, “color-blindness is a defect. It
shouldn't be a goal.”

These forces led me to my 2006-2007 Loving Series of
life-sizedcharcoaldrawingsol mixed-race "biracial baby
boamers” (aboavel. All of the figures in the Loving Series
are seated cross-legged, a pose that allows each in-



dividual to be centered physically and, perhaps, spiri-
tually. Some stare directly, others lean forward as if
something is about to happen. In my portrait of Ja-
maican/Jewish artist Shoshanna Weinberger, the sub-
ject has her eyes closed in meditation and is taking a
deep breath [page 8, right). It was a time of introspec-
tion and anticipation. Through the process of drawing
and subtle gestures in the sitters’ poses, | wanted to
capture the connections within this emerging com-
munity and also to highlight the distances between us
as double-minority, biracial, mestizaje, mixed-blood,
and mixed-Asian folks. The drawings are intentionally
black and white, as this is how race has historically
been framed in the United States. | chose charcoal be-
cause it is easily erased and usually used in prepara-
tion for something more permanent (e.g., under draw-
ing for oil painting). The Loving Series mirrored how |
saw the multiracial movement in 2006-2007. With the
push to change the 2000 Census well behind us, the
next steps for the multiracial movement were unclear.
Worthy and urgent initiatives had moved forward, such
as the MAVIN Foundation’s MatchMaker” project dedi-
cated to recruiting mixed-race bone marrow donors, or
the Loving Day Movement,” but they failed to spark the
collective imagination and unite the multiracial move-
ment on a national level.

The 2008 election of President Barack Obama changed
everything. | never imagined that | would see an Afri-
can Amercian president during my lifetime, let alone a
man from Hawai'i who until recently publicly embraced
his biracial background. In the court of public opinion,
multiraciality was no longer demonized as “tragic” but
rather held up as sign of our nation’s racial progress.
Seemingly overnight, there has been a sea change in
mainstream racial attitudes. Multiracial organizations
across the country have shared this spotlight and been
asked to comment on the “post-racial dream.” Current
president of the MAVIN Foundation and artist, Louie
Gong, stated in a 2008 interview with MSNBC, "Mixed
race isn't post race. It's not less race. It's more race....
In order to dialog about mixed race, we need more un-
derstanding. It's not a dialog to forget about issues of
race.””" In a recent New York Times article, art critic Hol-
land Cotter concurred that many Black artists are also
skeptical of the term “post-race.” He asks, "So what do
you call their work? How about ‘ambiguous'?™

| find myself again embracing the restless amor-
phousness of ambiguity. Perhaps this is right where |
belong as an artist. After all, it's not an artist’s job to
definitively answer questions so much as it is to raise
them. I'm happy to be “half yella.”

Laura Kina is an artist, independent curator, and schol-
ar living in Chicago. She is an Associate Professor of
Art, Media, and Design, Vincent de Paul Distinguished
Professor, and Director of Asian American Studies at
DePaul University.
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LAURA
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Laura Kina is an internationally recognized artist, inde-
pendent curalor, and scholar. Her work focuses an the
fluidity of cultural difference and the slipperiness of
identity. Asian American history and mixed-race repre-
sontations are common subjects of her art. Kina draws
inspiration from popular culture, history, and textile
design, as well as historic and personal photographs,

Born in Riverside, California, and raised in Poulsbo,
Washington, Kina lives and works in Chicago. She is an
Assuciale Professar of Art, Media and Design, Vincent
de Paul Distinguished Professor, and Director of Asian
American Studies at DePaul University. She is a 2009-
2010 DePaul University Humanities Fellow. Kina earned
her MFA fram the Liniversity of Illinnis at Chicago, She
earned her BFA from the School of the Art Institute of
Chicage. Kina ls represented in Miami, Florida, by D
ana Lowenstein Fine 4rts,

Kina's Lowing Series |Grand Projects Mew Haven,
CT, 2006] uses the vehicle of poriradure te pxamine
mixed-race issues. Inspired by the landmark 19467 Su-
preme Caurt case Loving v Virginiz, which overturned
this nation’s last anlimiscegenation law, these lile-size
charcoal portraits of Kina's friends simultaneausly em-
trace and confront the viewer
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