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ABSTRACT
This thesis concerns itself with centering the experiences of Asian
Americans in order to better understand the complexities of the Asian
American diasporic experience. The title of this thesis, 苦儿, roughly
translates into English as “bitter son,” and is phonetically pronounced
in Mandarin as “queer.” It lives directly at the intersection of these
identities — Asian, American, Queer. This body of work is an act of making
space and taking up space in an institution and discipline that has not
largely been concerned with minority identities, or when it has, it has been
misguided and prone to tokenism. It is a call to current and future designers
to identify their role as community members inside and outside of design.

A WORD TO THE READER
There are two versions of this book. The contents of each are
tailored to different audiences. One version, meant possibly
for you, contains countless hours of self-criticism, reflection,
doubt, and joy.
The other shields itself — not out of self-censorship, but out
of self-preservation. I shield myself from the eyes of those
who would exploit the knowledge embedded in this book. I
do so not out of self-importance or an expectation that this
work is revolutionary or groundbreaking. Rather, this work is
personal and holds value to me, and I don’t wish to leave it
open to misuse or misinterpretation.
If you are reading a shielded copy — and if the work potentially
interests you, and you find yourself searching for validation
of your own experiences, or share a desire to build community
beyond the temporal and geographic bounds of the university,
you may email me at achuong@alumni.risd.edu.
If you can read everything, know that I, or whoever has shared
the complete story, believes that you will be responsible with it.
Know that by reading further, you enter a contract with me, and
others – a contract to consensually and responsibly handle the
material of this text.
As I write this text, diversity and inclusion have become
buzzwords employed by institutions to signal their progress
and superficial engagement in cultural work which holds
value in liberal circles. Performative engagement with
“decolonization” and “queering” without actively working
to center or hold space for the individuals most impacted
by colonization and anti-queer systems is ever prevalent in
academic settings. This virtue signaling acts to advance
one’s own standing rather than actively working to dismantle
oppressive systems. I refuse to have this work misappropriated
for the sake of self-advancement or to signal that RISD or
industrial design have made progress.
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“MY WORK IS ABOUT
VISIBILITY. MY WORK IS
ABOUT THE FACT THAT I’M
A GENDERQUEER PERSON
OF COLOR FAT FEMME FAG
FEMINIST AND I DON’T
REALLY KNOW WHAT TO
DO WITH THAT IDENTITY
IN THIS WORLD. IT’S THAT
THING WHERE YOU GREW UP
LEARNING TO HATE EVERY
ASPECT OF YOURSELF
AND UNLEARNING ALL
THAT MISERY IS REALLY
HARD TO DO. IT’S
THAT THING WHERE
YOU KIND OF REGRET
EVERYTHING YOU’VE
EVER DONE BECAUSE
IT’S SO COMPLICIT WITH
WHITE HEGEMONY. IT’S
THAT THING WHERE YOU
REALIZE THAT YOUR
OWN ATTEMPTS AT

PASSIVE AGGRESSIVE
MANIPULATION AND POWER
DON’T STAND A CHANCE
AGAINST THE STRUCTURAL
FORMS OF DOMINATION
AGAINST YOUR BODY. IT’S
THAT THING WHERE THE
ONLY WAY TO COPE WITH
THE REALITY OF YOUR
SITUATION IS TO PRETEND
IT DOESN’T EXIST;
BECAUSE FLIPPANCY IS A
PRIVILEGE YOU DON’T OWN
BUT YOU’RE GOING TO
PRETEND YOU DO ANYWAY.”

			

— MARK AGUHAR

INTRODUCTION
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This thesis concerns itself with
centering the experiences of Asian
Americans※ in order to better
understand the complexities of
the Asian American diasporic
experience. The title of this thesis,
苦儿, roughly translates into English
as “bitter son,” and is phonetically
pronounced in Mandarin as
“queer.” It lives directly at the
intersection of these identities —
Asian, American, Queer. This body
of work is an act of making space and
taking up space in an institution and
discipline that has not largely been
concerned with minority identities,
or when it has, it has been misguided
and prone to tokenism. It is a call
to current and future designers to
identify their role as community
members inside and outside of
design.
When I started this endeavor, I had
set out for myself what I thought
to be a clear path: to critique the
appropriation of “Asian” cultural
identity and history and suggest that
Orientalism might be countered by
authentic cultural production, and
in doing so, Asian Americans would
be given cultural visual sovereignty
and the means to authentically relate

to “Asian” design. There was no
question in my mind that I would be
qualified for this undertaking. After
all, have I not been treated by society
as other, such that I can speak to at
least my own experiences as other?
I have lived a life in this identity,
in this body, and have formed
community through shared joy and
pain that comes from living as an
Asian American non-binary queer.
Before I could explore the question of
rights to authorship, I think I needed
to understand first: what is “insert
identity group” design?
※※ Before going further, I must address the use of
“Asian American.” Much work has been written
about the inappropriate use of Asian American in
reference to predominately East Asian experiences,
and how Asian is too broad of a terminology
that begs for disaggregation into more specific
countries of origin. These historical arguments are
beyond the scope of this thesis, but it is important
to acknowledge the limitations of this work to
address the full scope of what “Asian” represents
geographically.
I use the term Asian, for a lack of better terminology
in relationship to my own identity. I lack a full
history of my family’s genealogy, as it is not a
topic to be discussed, but from what I know, my
grandparents on both sides of my family were
born in southeastern China. My father was born
in Cambodia, and my mother in Vietnam, though I
know not of how long my parents’ families were
in Cambodia and Vietnam before their births. Both
sides of my family left their countries because of
war and eventually met in the United States. I have
grown up holding customs and traditions Chinese,
Vietnamese, Cambodian, and American and have
difficulty parsing the origins of it all.

HOW TO RUN
AN “ASIAN
DESIGN”
SCAVENGER
HUNT
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Gather participants.
Bring them to a mall or a big box chain store.
Instruct them, in the most general way possible, to take
pictures of 10 examples of “Asian” design.
Be sure to document their own identities as well.
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Results:
1. If you’re lucky enough to conduct your own scavenger hunt in the
months preceding Halloween, you’re in for geishas and ninjas.
2. If you go to Trader Joe’s, you may find your friends Trader Joe-san
and Trader Ming.
3. Bamboo, lots of bamboo.
4. Lots of red.
5. Lots of blue and white porcelain.
6. Zen.
7. Puppy Buddha.
8. Chinese characters that most people probably don’t understand.
9. Everything that is English text will be written in a “Chopsticks” or
sino-futurist font.
10. Hello Kitty & anime.
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I found that individuals, regardless of
their own identity, when asked to find
objects that were “Asian” design,
defaulted to aesthetic definitions of
what is considered “Asian.” Asian
is reduced to aesthetic markers of
design — cherry blossoms, buddhas,
geishas, ninjas, and bamboo.

that Orientalism is an exercise in
imperial domination — that the
Orientalist definitively knows about
the Orient, even more than those
they define as Oriental. The state of
“Asian design” is the acceptance of
Orientalism.

An optimistic, more generous, or
Through commercialization, big box
perhaps naive interpretation may
stores and national chains are too
be that there are invisible markers
removed from the cultural concept of of “Asian” that may not be tied to
“Asia” to provide diverse examples. an aesthetic outcome, but arise out
“Asian,” in design, currently is
of a process. It is possible that this
synonymous with Oriental. This
process is invisible, but results in the
phenomena extends even beyond race, same aesthetic markers as seen in
as Asian participants also sent objects Orientalism. And the origin story of
indicative of an Oriental aesthetic or
a single mass market object, for the
blatant appropriation. Orientalism,
most part, is often invisible. What is
in design, for the dominant and the
Asian design, anyway? Who’s making
diaspora, is the accepted condition.
this stuff? Is there a token Asian
In equating “Asian” with visual
making the work, and if so, what is
markers of Orientalism, consumers
their relationship to it? Who is making
support Edward Said’s argument
the ninja and geisha costumes?

I TRIED
TO TALK
TO THE
HALLOWEEN
COSTUME
COMPANY
AND GOT
IGNORED

My professors tell me that ‘graduate
student currently in thesis year’
is an identity that gets you far in
the design world. Ask and you shall
receive. Send an email, and you will
get a response. Demonstrate your
genuine curiosity and you will be
rewarded.
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10.22.18
Hi Erin,
I just wanted to follow up about this
email to see if you were available to
chat. Please let me know either way.
Best,
Adam

I sent an email to the Spirit
Halloween Store. In 2018, “sexy
ninja” and “Indian chief”
costumes shouldn’t exist, but I tried
to pretend like I didn’t feel that way.
…
10.16.18
Hi Ms. Springer,

…
Still no response. Maybe I could
have a white classmate email them?
But honestly, no response is a
response in its own right.
…
11.05.18
Hi Erin,

My name is Adam Chuong, and I am
a second year graduate student in
the Industrial Design program at the
Rhode Island School of Design. I'm
writing because I am doing research
on brand design and with Halloween
around the corner, I thought it would
be timely to do my project on Spirit
. Would you have some time to chat,
either via phone or email, about
Spirit's design process? Or, if there
would be someone else who I should
contact, I would appreciate that your
direction. Thank you so much.

I just wanted to follow up now
that the Halloween season is over.
Hopefully you’ve gotten some much
needed rest. I’d still love to check
in about learning more about Spirit
and its design process. I am available
pretty much all day on Wednesdays
or Mondays after 3pm. Please let me
know either way.

Very best,
Adam Chuong
…
I should probably send a follow up
email. Maybe if I remove my last
name, they won’t racialize me.
…

Best,
Adam
…
No one ever explicitly told me how to
ask someone for something. From a
young age, through trial and error you
learned how to navigate the world.
Eventually, you learn to model your
behaviors after your white peers, and
then you succeed. You learn how to
speak, how to carry yourself, how to
pretend that nothing should be denied

Between 1996-1998, I was a ninja for Halloween.
For three years in a row, I wanted to express
myself as “Asian,”despite not being Japanese.

to you, and that you know the rules.
Your aunties and uncles, not born on
this soil, have learned and internalized
the same rules. Unconsciously, they
reinforce everything they’ve been told.
They punish you for what they have
been punished for and sing praises of
achievement. You are told that if you
learn the system and succeed in it, your
parents can win the game too. Learn
the system enough to fit into it, but
not so well that you can see what’s
under it. Being naive to its expectations
makes it a little easier to exist.
…
In addition to e-mailing Spirit,
I combed the websites of Spirit,
Trader Joe’s, and other companies
that produced the objects my
participants found in their
scavenger hunt, and searched for
their graphic designers, product
designers, and buyers. The
overwhelming majority of them
were white. Of the 10 that I reached
out to, I received 0 responses.

is useful and purposeful.” The
slow, grueling pace at which others
respond, or the loss of emails
and non-responses are deliberate
tactics. Errors and delays in a
system are actually not errors.
“Inefficiency is beneficial to
an organization whether or not it
involves deliberation; inefficiency
can be understood as a means of
achieving an end.” Inefficiency is
built into the system, deployed to
slow down complaint.

How many follow up emails does
one send before they consider a
non-response to be a response? In
not responding, the institution and
individual signals what it values
and prioritizes. More broadly, we
could be generous and give them
the benefit of the doubt, but when
outrage and scandal surround an
company’s history, it is likely that
they would be on high alert. Spirit
has annually been the target of anticultural appropriation movements,
My professors assume that if I send such as #mycultureisnotacostume,
an email, I’ll get a response. I can
that their PR department might be
attempt to code-switch — to change wary of any inquiries into their
how my emails are written to tailor design process. Native Americans,
them to appear softer and naive.
Asian Americans, even the Irish
Perhaps I will get a response. The
have called for Spirit to remove
more likely and actual result of my
costumes from their lineup out of
efforts was a non-response.
claims of cultural appropriation, or
inappropriate use.
Sarah Ahmed talks of strategic
inefficiency1 — how individuals
If I can’t ask those in the system
and institutions are rewarded for
what their intentions are or how
slowness. “Strategic inefficiency
their system works, maybe I can
describes not just the slowness of
perform the system.
an uptake but how that slowness
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STARTED
AN ETSY
TO SELL
BURNED
AMERICAN
FLAGS

Maker movements have been lauded
as tools for consumers to seize
the means of production and even
possibly start their own businesses.
Small industries of maker tools such
as home laser cutters and 3D printers
have grown around the very idea that
individuals could produce their own
products, start an Etsy, and develop
their own self-sustaining businesses.
I decided to start my own.
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People decorate their homes in ways
to perform their identities. Sometimes
these are conscious decisions, and
sometimes they are unconscious.
The decor from the scavenger hunt
followed an “Asian” aesthetic, and
some of the participants commented
that they had similar things in their
own homes. What might be other
interior decor that signals identity?
American flags have seen a
resurgence in popularity as part of
an Americana home decor aesthetic.
I decided to ask several Asian
Americans if they would hang an
American flag in their homes.
I first asked my parents, resulting in
the following exchange:

respond exactly as they did. I had
some inclination that my father felt
positively about America, but my
mother agreeing was somewhat of a
surprise.
There is a stark contrast in attitudes
towards America just over the span
of one generation. In 1974, my father
left Cambodia just as the Khmer
Rouge began their grab for power.
He moved to Vietnam, where my
mother happened to live as well.
Independently, they left Vietnam
in 1978, having both experienced
growing tensions of the CambodianVietnamese war. For my parents,
America was a safe haven where
they would not experience the
direct effects of war. My parents
bought into the myth of American
meritocracy. My father bussed tables,
gained vocational training, started
a business, and pulled himself up
by his bootstraps. In America, hard
work and an entrepreneurial spirit
is an immigrant’s salvation. One
generation later, I’ve grown up
in the US, far more critical of its
involvement in global affairs, its
treatment of those outside of the
racial and sexual mainstream, and the
systemic barriers they face daily.
When I ask other Asian Americans,
some born outside of the US and
others first generation, if they would
hang up the American flag, their
responses are essentially unqualified
“no’s.”

I didn’t expect my parents to

Critical reflection and channeling of
my defiant teenager self led me to the
most logical experiment in response
to response to my parents. I decided to
live the American dream by starting
my own business. I would make a
living by selling American flags
custom burnt with the messages of the
consumers. After all, Etsy and maker
culture insinuate that with the right
tools and a vision, anyone can start
a business. Laser cutters would burn
my parents’ words and those of the
other Asian Americans I interviewed
as the first products I’d list in my
Etsy. Could I get people to pay me to
burn the American flag?
…
Etsy has its own handbook on how
to start a shop, which I followed

exactly. It’s a simple how to guide,
that covers the basics of starting
a shop, listing your first products,
adding descriptions of your work,
photographing your wares, and
linking your bank account.

Shop AnnouncementNo announcement at present. This will help the SEO of your shop. When
you write one, make sure that you inundate it with searchable keywords
throughout, and also state the benefits of purchasing from you. If you don't
want to write one, there may be a Fiverr seller that will do that for you also.
You can also announce sales, new items, and coupons.

For those who need more of a boost to
their shop, there is a whole economy
of freelancers that will advise you
on how to increase traffic and get
sales. As the next step in my journey,
I browsed Fiverr, a platform where
freelancers can be paid for various
services, for some Etsy experts
and consultants. I settled on two
approaches: a full critique and review
of my Etsy shop in detail by 4.9 star
Fiverr user, “coachingadvice,” and
keyword referrals of 1000 unique Etsy
users to my shop.

Attributes:
Make sure you are using all the attributes possible when listing your items.
Shop Sections:
Shop sections always need to be used. They are also part of your SEO, so
it's good to use as many categories as you can. This makes your shop easier
to find. You have 20 slots to niche down a little more, use these to your
advantage.
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Etsy Shop First Impression Critique: BITTER SON STUDIO
3 items, 0 sales as of 3/21/19
Hello, my name is Mary and I am happy that you chose me to review/critique
your Etsy shop. Everything I tell you is for the good of your shop. Nothing
is said in a negative way, I just like to be straight with you. Hopefully, if any
needed changes are implemented, the result should prove positive for your
shop. That's the main goal- right? Ok, here we go!
Shop first impression:
Not a lot of items. Buyers stay longer in fuller shops, which can lead to more
potential sales. You should add more items when possible.
Shop cover and icon –
Looks fine, but a little muted.
Shop Tagline (right underneath your shop name):
None at present. This is a perfect place to start your SEO and use searchable
keywords. Your tagline should describe your shop and what you sell and the
more niche you get, the easier to find you. This will improve search engine
optimization for more views.
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Product Photos:
You should always try to have 5-10 photos per listing. When you utilize most
or all ten photo slots, that is great for SEO. Etsy rewards listings with more
photos with higher rankings. One of your photos can be a special discount
coupon for those that sign up to a mailing list or if they like your Facebook
page.
Product Titles:
Titles need a lot of work. Make sure they start with the most relevant
keyword, which is great for SEO.Make sure that you are utilizing all the space
allowed in your title. Use searchable keywords and long-tailed keywords in
your titles for maximum ranking in the search engines. Use commas or dashes
between keywords and keyword phrases.
Product descriptions:
No descriptions at present. Make sure that you start out with the most
searchable relevant keywords for each item as that is great for SEO.
Then continue with a lot of details.
Cross-Sell:
Try to cross-sell coordinating items in your descriptions. Once you niche
down your sections more, you can cross-sell sections.
Pricing:
I can't compare your pricing since no one else sells these type of items.
Tags for listings:
Tagging is ok. You are using most or all 13 tag spaces available for each

listing. This is SO important. Tags are how you show up in search results.
Check out your shop stats and see which keywords are searched for the most.
That’s the most reliable way to figure out the best keywords to use. Try out
some new keywords and replace those that don’t get search hits.

I started in earnest, excited at the
possibility of perhaps finding a
niche for me to exist in capitalism.
In some ways, I think the selfpreservationist part of me thought
that could have been the dream managing to critique capitalism and
white supremacy while profiting and
surviving off such a critique. What I
learned was that such an experiment,
while an interesting intellectual
exercise and a culmination of
intersection of my identities as a
queer person of color and a designer,
was in fact pretty naive.

Shipping:
Shipping charges are reasonable for U.S.
Policies:
Return, refund and cancellation policies are straight and to-the-point.
Updates
Use the update feature which is found in the “social media” function in your
account. Making frequent updates is great for SEO.
About Page:
None at present. Buyers love to read about pages. The first paragraph should
be about you and how you got started with your shop, and the second half
needs to include something about your customer service for buyers and what
you can do for them. Buyers want to make sure that they will receive the best
service possible.
You should add pics of some of your best items or a video. Social media links
can be placed here also.
Summary:
There are a few tweaks that need to be made in your shop to be found easier:
Include a tagline with searchable keywords
Make a shop banner made with more pics of your items.
Work on your titles
Make more frequent updates
Cross-Sell when possible
Add descriptions with detail
Add a shop announcement and fill with keywords.
Add an about page
END OF REVIEW
Adamchuong, I really hope this helps you out! I try my best to render a brief,
yet thorough, first impression review. I wish you much more success in your
future endeavors.
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The failure of my shop to garner any
sales, in spite of the traffic generated,
could be a sign that the things I
made were not interesting to Etsy
customers. Perhaps they were too
radical? I received no correspondence,
from Etsy or any of its users inquiring
further about the work. In reality the
exercise was perhaps self-indulgent
in its perceived transgressive nature.
Advisors and other external critics
suggested that such an experiment
could reveal the actual bounds of
success in maker-culture as the
next iteration of entrepreneurship
as American dream. However, the
reality is that the range of successful
and popular items on Etsy include
products that might fall under leftleaning or even radical politics,
not too dissimilar from my burned
American flags. Individual shops
have profited off items advocating for
causes such as Black Lives Matter,
#metoo, and decolonization, broadly.
Does the success of such objects

indicate the progressive politics of
Etsy go-ers? Perhaps, but it may also
hint at a growing commercialization
of activist movements.
The failure of the experiment pointed
to the great effort required to use
design to capture the political values
and systemic inequalities inherent
in capitalism and the design world. It
also pointed, perhaps, to the futility
of such effort. After all, if a white
woman can make a living selling
Black Lives Matter t-shirts on Etsy,
anyone can belong and succeed in
capitalism.

And so, what is to come of the
insights gleaned from doing these
experiments?

IN THE END,
WHO IS IT
ALL FOR?
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In experiment 1, I demonstrated
that Orientalism still permeates
throughout design. In equating
“Asian” with visual markers of
Orientalism, consumers support
Edward Said’s argument that
Orientalism is an exercise in
imperial domination — participants
in the experiment, including those
Orientalists would describe as
Oriental, can never know the Orient.
The state of “Asian design” is the
acceptance of Orientalism.
In experiment 2, I learned that some
people and corporations may not
really care to engage with touchy,
potentially scandalous subjects.
Profit drives individuals to continue
to produce, as long as there is a
market. Some scandals don’t take
down a company, as long as there’s
a consumer that will purchase the
problematic. Problematic attitudes
in culture lead to consumption of
problematic items and a market for
them means no change.

In experiment 3, I tried to push
at the bounds of the system — to
test the maker-culture-as-newAmerican-dream belief. While
in earlier experiments, I tried to
erase my politics and my identity
and my outrage, in attempting
to sell burnt American flags on
Etsy, I tried to enact the system.
I tried to be a capitalist. I tried
the American dream. I hoped that
failure of my shop to succeed would
be definitive proof that the system
was exclusionary. My Etsy did
fail, but there perhaps were too
many variables to explain why. I
managed to get over 1000 hits to
my shop in the span of a month,
and followed the suggestions of the
freelancers I hired, but I received
no sales and no contact. I stopped
short of major overhauls to the shop
because, perhaps the greater failure
was conducting an experiment,
because of the encouragement
of my peers and professors, that
felt performative for the sake of
sensationalism, “going viral,” or
being good “critical design.”
In some ways, I see these experiments
largely as failures.

While each of these experiments
helped to demonstrate the current
state of Asian design in the United
States, what did I actually learn? For
whom were the concepts produced
actually novel? The knowledge
produced by these experiments
were not new to me. They are
things I had learned from my own
lived experiences – marginalized
knowledges, common to queers
and people of color, ingrained in us
through the hardening experience of
living on the fringes.
The three experiments focused
too much on a system that I’ve
already felt excluded from. I was
pushed in the direction of doing
this work, from my instructors
and my own internalizing of the
traditional methods of Industrial
Design. These methods however, did
not align with the underlying goal
that I had originally set out with. I
had intended to discover means of
cultural production that could bring
greater meaning to designed objects
in conversation with “Asian”
identity. However, I diverged from
this path, in order to prove the
validity of such an endeavor to
everyone else but myself. The proof
was a justification to others, to the
discipline, as to what would perhaps
obvious to people of color or to queer
folks. However, a lived experience
and existing justification grounded
in critical race and queer theory, are
not sufficient for design. Design asks
that these knowledges be reproduced
in design research to become valid.

Through these experiences within the
department, I found myself pushing
at the edges of what was acceptable
in the discipline of industrial
design and the extra lengths that
I had to go to prove the validity of
marginalized knowledges. I began to
see the system. I began to see what it
means to belong to a discipline and
the double standards and questions
I encountered that my peers did not.
While the discipline seeks to increase
its efforts to be “diverse” and
“inclusive” through representation,
it asks that these designers accept the
conditions posed to them and quietly
integrate into the system. Some
designers happily accept a seat at
the table, knowing there may only be
room for one token.

32

BUT WE HAVE BEEN RAISED TO BE CRITICAL —
WE HAVE BEEN RAISED WARY.
WE DO NOT TRUST BLINDLY.
WE HAVE BEEN TAUGHT TO SEE THE SYSTEM,
BECAUSE SEEING THE SYSTEM IS SURVIVAL.
BUT, WE ARE NOT SATISFIED WITH SURVIVAL,
BECAUSE SURVIVAL HAS FELT SO MUCH LIKE SUFFERING,
WE DON’T WANT A SEAT AT YOUR TABLE,
THAT WOULD MEAN BEING COMPLICIT IN YOUR DISCIPLINE.
IN THE WILDS, EVERY SURFACE WAS OUR TABLE

01.14.2019
“You belong here.” The words
buzz with a low hum, illuminating
the lobby of the RISD Museum with
its blue fluorescence.
You... belong... here.
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YOU BELONG
HERE

I have passed the neon sign by
Tavares Strachan numerous times,
but I usually pay it no mind.
This time is different. Maybe I’m
feeling particularly reflective,
or bothered. Maybe it’s the
exhaustion from not being seen. I
take in the meaning of each word in
my head, reading each as a series of
questions.
Who is “you?”
What does it mean to “belong?”
Where is “here?”
What does it mean for an institution
to place this piece in view of
its entire student body? If it is a
message from the institution to its
students, are all students included in
the “you”? What support is given
to historically underrepresented

groups, and does it truly help them
to feel that they “belong?” If you
belong here, then who does not?
What rules must you abide by in
order to “belong”?
I’ve been feeling all kinds of ways
lately. I am queer, non-binary, first
generation Asian American and
every day in this institution, in
this program, in this discipline, I
am reminded that I am all of these
things, but expected to be none of
them.
Because I embrace these identities, I am
treated as other, as if I don’t belong.
You can only belong if you perform
your identity, and remain uncritical.
To be of a discipline is to have
accepted the legitimate and
illegitimate — to have accepted that
this binary even exists — and to have
accepted that there is a body that
governs the existence of both. To be
of a discipline is to be disciplined, to
be rewarded for making your work
fit, and punished when it does not.
Discipline reproduces disciplines and
inhibits dissent.

Foucault wrote,2 “Disciplines will
work gets done, where the work gets
define not a code of law, but a code
subverted, where the revolution
of normalization”. He elaborates
is still black, still strong.”3 As
upon his anti-disciplinary thinking
Fred Moten and Stefano Harney
and declares the era of “alldescribe,“one can only sneak into
encompassing and global theories” the university and steal what one
to be over. Knowledge production
can. To abuse its hospitality, to
should not depend on a single
spite its mission, to join its refugee
totalitarian regime to determine its
colony, its gypsy encampment, to be
validity. Foucault urges his students in but not of — this is the path of the
to think and return
“To be of a discipline is to have accepted the
to “subjugated
legitimate and illegitimate — to have accepted
knowledges,”
that this binary even exists — and to have
forms of knowledge
accepted that there is a body that governs the
production that have
existence of both. To be of a discipline is to be
been obfuscated
disciplined, to be rewarded for making your work
by the existing
fit, and punished when it does not. Discipline
formal systems. The
reproduces disciplines and inhibits dissent. ”
knowledges have not
been passively forgotten, but actively subversive intellectual in the modern
disqualified and made illegitimate by university.” The institution wants
disciplines.
you not to feel belonging, but to
To return to subjugated knowledges, belong to it.
to build community around the
※※ I want to be clear that the undercommons is grounded in the
subversive and exist alongside
theory of fugitivity, rooted in blackness and the history of
the transatlantic slave trade. By referencing it for the sake
discipline, is to return to a wild
of my project, it is not my intention to erase this history.
My interests like in the mechanic of smuggling knowledge
place — “ into the undercommons
and Moten and Harney's framing of the undercommons as a
means of subverting the academy. I am still working through
of enlightenment※, where the
how this may work within the framework of this project in a
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responsible manner.
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01.18.2019
There is something poetic about
the fact that today, the sign is off.
For today only, all three busts made
by Nancy Elizabeth Prophet are on
view. Usually, “Negro Head” sits
alone under the vitrine, on display
for all to see. Their siblings have
been brought out on special occasion
for our class to view.
The museum owns two other
busts by Prophet: a wooden malepresenting figure in the style of
her French contemporaries, titled
“Discontent,” and a self-portrait
of brilliantly white marble, titled
“Silence.” Yet, the figure that
remains regularly on view is the bust
of Prophet’s husband. Its placard
reads:4
“Nancy Prophet modeled this
realistic wooden portrait after her
husband, Francis Ford, employing
the purposeful exposed tool marks
that are distinctive to her body
of work. A Rhode Island native,
Prophet carved the sculpture

when she was living in Paris
and working primarily in dark
hardwoods, a material which
here allowed her to enhance the
stern, meditative, bold lines of her
husband’s face. Prophet described
this piece as representative of
her own ‘determination and
aggressiveness’ as an artist. In
1918, Prophet became the first
woman of color to graduate from the
Rhode Island School of Design.”

This piece has been selected, as the
museum wants us to understand that
it demonstrates the “purposeful
exposed tool marks that are
distinctive to her body of work.”
Is Negro Head truly representative
of Prophet’s body of work, or is it

the work that the museum asks of
her to belong? Is it too difficult to
contextualize the stark stylistic
differences in Prophet’s three busts
as representing the full realities of
surviving as a black artist in the
1920s?
What the museum chooses to
display are the aesthetic qualities
that differentiate Prophet from
her contemporaries. It would be
too much to ask of the audience to
recognize the cultural conditions
under which Prophet made a
self-portrait of herself in white

marble and titled it “Silence.”
What conditions might have led
Prophet to make her image in
the same classical style as her
contemporaries? Prophet’s diaries
hint at the dire financial situation
she incurred at the time of these
busts, and her need to sell
her work to patrons. Rather
than Nancy’s struggle after
RISD, the museum displays the
easier narrative that Negro
Head, a bust of a black man
—Prophet’s own husband,
“stern and meditative...
representative of [Prophet’s]
own ‘determination and
aggressiveness’ as an artist.”
The museum proclaims: silent
black bodies and aesthetic
differentiation are worthy
of display in a museum, not
the struggles and potential
economic pressure to fit into a
profitable aesthetic mold.
…
In class we are asked to
understand our context at RISD.
How might we relate to the
experiences of Prophet?
I cannot relate to the experiences
of Nancy Elizabeth Prophet. To
project my own experiences onto
hers, while at RISD and beyond,
would be a disservice to her life
and story. An exercise in doing
so, without acknowledging the
differences in our identities,
temporalities, and contexts and the
privileges they confer would serve
to recreate and perpetuate violence
and appropriation of blackness
that non-black people of color have
historically enacted. It would serve

to decenter a voice that has been
erased in RISD’s history, only
revived as a token black alumni to
name a fellowship after.
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chose to identify, erase a history of
colonialism and racial identity that
RISD is not ready to grapple with?
…
What does RISD stand to gain by
presenting the work of Prophet,
especially
without context
surrounding
Prophet's life
at RISD and
beyond? Jennifer
Doyle5 provides
a critical
perspective in
that, “[w]omen
of color, working
from within
the institution,
may signal that
institution’s
commitment
to diversity
even as they
are subjected
to its racism.
One’s mere presence is a sign of
some kind of progress.” Prophet's
presence, as current students at
RISD may attest to, borders on
tokenism. The language of diversity
used by institutions and disciplines
creates the facade of inclusivity and
transformation, while still enacting
racialized and gendered violence
and exclusionary policies on those
who inhabit those spaces.

Before she became a figure RISD
recalls as a diversity
story, Nancy
lived a life. She
experienced the
many complicated
emotions and
thoughts minorities
and femmes
encounter living
as “other” under
white supremacy.
There is something
disconcerting about
how quickly we
reduce the lives
of black women
to stories of
hardship and more
disconcerting that
we do so after their
deaths. Where is Nancy Prophet’s
agency? What did she want to be
her legacy? What accounts of her
life did she want shared? We have
an archive of a time of her life,
but who does that archive serve?
RISD proclaims Prophet was the
first African American woman
to graduate from RISD. Further
investigation, outside of RISD’s
official description of Prophet
reveals that later in her life,
Prophet did not identify as black.
She identified as Narragansett and
rejected her black identity.※ How
※※ I have no access to Prophet’s thoughts and feelings
surrounding her identity during that time. It would not be
does the institution decide which
my place to infer what she might be feeling. However, it is
not uncommon, as in my own experiences, for minorities to
facet of her identity best serves
constantly shift and negotiate the borders of their identities constructing, deconstructing, and reconstructing throughout
their narrative? Does identifying
their lifetime. Identity, as this thesis and other bodies of work
her as black, against how she later suggest, is often complicated, and shaped by experiences.

“WHY ARE YOU
SO BITTER?”
OR, URGENT
CARE
41

At this point in time,
I am not particularly
optimistic. I have
been fully embracing
my bitterness. There
is an urgency to feel
well, to be happy, and
to believe everything
will work out. I am
not ready to move on.
We are not ready to
move on. Moving on
absolves whiteness
of its violence. Who are we really
helping by moving on? “Everything
has to be productive … and design
is ultimately in the business or
proposing solutions,” design tells us.
What is the point of a solution that
continues to perpetuate whiteness,
rather than challenging the pillars
of white supremacy? What good is a
solution that is proposed by the same
bodies or those who are disciplined
into the same conservative ways of
thinking and making?

What would there be to be learned
from bitterness? What could design
and society learn from sitting with
disapproval, discontent? In design,
there is an urgency to move onto the
solution — everything can be solved
if you look hard enough. Simplicity
is key — simplify the problem and
present a simple solution. How could
design learn to reflect bitterness
that is never resolved, but remains as
a reminder of ills?
In order to feel bitterness, some modicum
of yourself must care for the topic that
you feel bitter about – because you
must care in order to desire for change.

Bitterness is a medicine for the ails
of society. In small quantities, it’s a
panacea, hinting at points of tension. It
motivates and calls to action. Bitterness
opens up the seams and makes room for
a different kind of state.

There is an urgency for me in
creating new systems outside of the
approval of white audiences. The
system exists to uplift white voices
and the people of color who perform
whiteness or their identities so
white liberals can pat themselves on
their backs. But, how does design
that is divorced from whiteness
look? What would an alternative
system entail? How would cultural
production by queer/people of color
for queer/people of color look?

ORDER TO CENTER
THE EXPERIENCES
OF THOSE OUTSIDE
THE RACIAL
AND SEXUAL
MAINSTREAM?

HOW CAN
INDUSTRIAL
DESIGN AND ITS
ENTRENCHED
METHODOLOGIES
BE CHALLENGED IN

“DESPITE ITS ORIGINS BASED ON BODY POLITICS AND
SEXUALITIES, TODAY QUEER RANGES BEYOND DISCIPLINARY
BOUNDARIES AS A POLITICAL STANCE FOR RESISTING
AGAINST NORMS, ADOPTING SUBVERSIVE APPROACHES
AGAINST OPPRESSIVE POWER AND DEFYING THE “BINARY
SYSTEM OF SOCIAL ORGANIZATION THAT CREATES
INEQUALITY” FOR MARGINALIZED BODIES (LORBER,

QUEER DESIGN SCHOLAR, ECE CANLI,
ARGUES THAT:

METHODOLOGICALLY AND
PHILOSOPHICALLY, WE MUST QUEER
DESIGN.

WHAT WORK COULD A DESIGNER OF
COLOR MAKE THAT VALUES THEIR
IDENTITY AND MEMBERSHIP IN
COMMUNITY? WHAT WORK COULD A
QUEER DESIGNER MAKE THAT DOES
THE SAME?

WITHIN DESIGN THAT PERPETUATE
EXISTING SYSTEMS OF INEQUALITY.
A SUBSET OF DESIGNERS OPERATE UNDER
THE MANTRA THAT DESIGN SHOULD
ALWAYS DO GOOD. THESE DESIGNERS
OFTEN FALL WITHIN THE REALM OF
“RESPONSIBLE” OR “SOCIAL IMPACT
DESIGN.” THEY ARE GENERALLY WELLMEANING AND STRIVE TO CHALLENGE
EXISTING INEQUALITIES, ALTHOUGH
ONE CANNOT DISMISS THE ACCOLADES

THIS PROJECT TAKES QUEERNESS AS A
STANCE TO RESIST CURRENT NORMS

2005:7). ON THE CONTRARY TO TRADITIONAL FEMINIST
OR HOMOSEXUAL POLITICS, QUEER DOES NOT HINGE
UPON ‘NATURAL’ IDENTITIES (MAN/WOMAN), NOR THE
DEFINITION OF THE SEXUAL PRACTICES (HETEROSEXUAL/
HOMOSEXUAL); BUT IT RESTS ON THE MULTITUDE OF BODIES
WHICH WITHSTAND THE REGIMES THAT CONSTRUCT THEM
AS ‘NORMAL’ AND ‘ABNORMAL’ (PRECIADO, 2011). WITH
THIS POINT OF DEPARTURE, IT AIMS TO TRIGGER A BROADER
SOCIAL CRITIQUE ABOUT NOT ONLY SEXUALITY AND
GENDER, BUT ALSO OTHER SOCIO-POLITICAL ISSUES IN THE
WAY OF POSING NEW STRATEGIES AGAINST PATRONIZING
NORMALIZATIONS IN SOCIETY.”

SHOULD BE DESIGNERS. ALWAYS.

WE SHOULD QUEER
THE DESIGNER-USER
BINARY FOR A MORE
JUST FUTURE OF
DESIGN.
DESIGNERS SHOULD BE USERS AND USERS

(FINANCIAL AND OTHERWISE) THAT
ACCOMPANY SUCCESSFUL SOCIAL IMPACT
DESIGN. HOWEVER, FEW CONSIDER THE
ROLE OF THEIR OWN IDENTITIES AND
HISTORICAL POSITIONS OF POWER AND
PRIVILEGE IN THE DESIGN PROCESS.
THE DESIGNER-USER BINARY IS NEVER
QUESTIONED; IT IS ASSUMED THAT THE
DESIGNER CAN INTUIT THE USERS’ NEEDS,
OR BE EMPATHETIC TO THEIR SITUATION.

IDENTITY AND USING AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC
METHODOLOGIES SIMILAR FROM OTHER
DISCIPLINES WITHIN THE HUMANITIES
SERVES AS A MODEL FROM WHICH TO
BUILD A COMMUNITY WITHIN AND OUTSIDE
OF DESIGN. IN BEING SPECIFIC AND
RECOGNIZING THE WHOLE IDENTITY OF A
DESIGNER, ONE MAY BUILD COMMUNITY
THROUGH SHARED EXPERIENCES AND
AVOID THE PITFALLS OF UNSPECIFIC “ONESIZE-FITS-ALL” APPROACH TO DESIGN.

IF YOU DO NOT HAVE THE LIVED
EXPERIENCE OR DO NOT HAVE
MEANINGFUL CONNECTIONS TO THE
AUDIENCE OF YOUR DESIGNS, DO NOT
DESIGN FOR THEM. WITH THE TOOLS YOU
CREATE, ENABLE THEM TO ARRIVE AT
THEIR OWN DESIGN DECISIONS, OR STEP
ASIDE TO MAKE SPACE FOR A DESIGNER
WHO DOES BELONG TO THAT COMMUNITY,
TO DESIGN WITHIN A COMMUNITY RATHER
THAN FOR. DESIGNING FROM ONE’S

THE QUEERING OF INDUSTRIAL DESIGN
MAY BE PUSHED FURTHER, CALLING INTO
QUESTION THE PREOCCUPATION WITH
COMMERCIAL OVER CRITICAL DESIGN AND
THE MAINTENANCE OF SUCH A BINARY. SUCH
A CALL TO QUEER THE LINES BETWEEN
DOMAINS OF A DESIGNER’S INTENTIONS AND
VALUES CHALLENGES THE VERY NOTION OF
POWER THAT THE FIELDS UPHOLD.

WHAT IS A QUEER DESIGNER? WHAT IS AN
ASIAN AMERICAN DESIGNER? WHAT IS A
TRANSGENDER DESIGNER? DESIGN WANTS
TO KNOW WHAT THEY CAN GET OUT OF
THESE QUESTIONS, BUT HAS HISTORICALLY
ASKED US TO BE EMPTY VESSELS — TO
ASSUME A NEUTRAL, WHICH SO OFTEN
MEANS TO ASSUME WHITENESS.

— TO CREATE
A DISTINCTION
BETWEEN WHAT IS
“NORMAL” DESIGN
AND WHAT IS
“CRITICAL.”

TO CATEGORIZE
ONE'S WORK AS
A CRITICAL OR
DISCURSIVE IS TO
ENGAGE IN AN ACT
OF SELF-OTHERING

CATEGORIZATIONS
OF “CRITICAL/
SPECULATIVE” AND
“NORMAL” DESIGN.
ALL DESIGN SHOULD
BE CRITICAL.

WE SHOULD
ABOLISH THE

IT SETS UP A POWER DYNAMIC TO THAT
SUPPOSES THAT BROADER AUDIENCES
PLACE LITTLE VALUE ON THE ISSUES
THAT CRITICAL DESIGN SEEKS TO
HIGHLIGHT.

CRITICALITY
SHOULD BE AS
IMPORTANT AS ANY
OTHER CRITERIA
IN EVALUATING A
DESIGN.

WHY DOES DESIGN FOR MINORITIZED
PEOPLES OR THAT HIGHLIGHTS SOCIAL
ISSUES HAVE TO BE LABELED AS CRITICAL
OR SPECULATIVE? THERE IS PRIVILEGE IN
ADDRESSING A DESIGN AS SPECULATIVE OR
CRITICAL, AS SPECULATION FOR SOME IS A
LIVED REALITY FOR OTHERS. A SEPARATE
METRIC OF “GOOD DESIGN” IS CREATED
THAT IGNORES THE REFLECTIVE POWER
OF DESIGN.

YET FOR MANY INDUSTRIAL DESIGNERS,
THE CRITICALITY AND DISCURSIVE POWER
OF AN OBJECT IS ONE DETAIL THAT IS
LEFT UNCONSIDERED. THE DESIGN OF
MANY EVERYDAY OBJECTS REMAINS
BANAL AND OVERLY CONCERNED WITH
THE DETAILS OF A PRIMARY UTILITARIAN
FUNCTION OF AN OBJECT AND NOT ITS
POTENTIAL SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
CONTEXT AND POWER.

THIS ASSERTION IS NOT AS OUTLANDISH
AS ONE MIGHT THINK. IN 10 PRINCIPLES
FOR GOOD DESIGN, A CANONICAL TEXT FOR
MANY INDUSTRIAL DESIGNERS, DIETER
RAMS ASSERTS THAT, “[G]OOD DESIGN IS
THOROUGH DOWN TO THE LAST DETAIL.
NOTHING MUST BE ARBITRARY OR LEFT
TO CHANCE. CARE AND ACCURACY IN THE
DESIGN PROCESS SHOW RESPECT TOWARDS
THE USER.”

WHILE INDUSTRIAL DESIGN HAS NOT
BEEN KNOWN, AS A DISCIPLINE, TO BE
AS CONCERNED WITH THE IDEAS OF
IDEOLOGICAL PRODUCTION, CONTESTATION,
OR POLITICIZATION AS OTHER DISCIPLINES,
SUCH AS THE FINE ARTS OR PERFORMANCE

IN THESE QUESTIONS, GRAPHIC DESIGN CAN FUNCTION
AS A “TROJAN HORSE” IN WHICH IDEOLOGY MAY BE
SUPPORTED, REJECTED, SUBVERTED, ANNOTATED, AND
TESTED THROUGH THE WAYS IN WHICH IT’S EXPRESSED AND
DISTRIBUTED."

“IDEOLOGY IS AS DEPENDENT ON WHAT IT ASSERTS AS HOW
IT ASSERTS. FOR THIS REASON, I BELIEVE THAT GRAPHIC
DESIGN IS ABSOLUTELY IMPLICATED AND CAUGHT UP IN THE
ACT OF IDEOLOGICAL PRODUCTION IN THAT IT PROVIDES
VISUAL ARTICULATION TO IDEAS AND POSITIONS. FORM
FUCKS WITH FUNCTION. FOR THE DESIGNER INVESTED

IN AN INTERVIEW ON ORGANIZING
A GRAPHIC DESIGN WORKSHOP AT
THE PUBLISHING CAMP: QUEERING
DISSEMINATION AT THE YALE SCHOOL
OF ART, GRAPHIC DESIGNER NATE PYPER
ASSERTS THAT:

THIS UBIQUITY—THE FACT THAT ALL
OBJECTS ARE “DESIGNED”— IMPLIES
THAT, IF WE ARE TO VALUE CRITICALITY
IN ALL DESIGN, ALL OBJECTS MAY SERVE
AS A POINT OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
INTERVENTION.

CRITIQUE IS THAT
IT IS UBIQUITOUS.

THE STRENGTH
OF DESIGN TO

STUDIES, THERE IS ARGUABLY GREATER
UTILITY IN DESIGN AS A VEHICLE FOR
CHALLENGING IDEOLOGIES THAN IN THESE
OTHER DISCIPLINES.

What would it look like to envision
a different system — to work from
my own identity and expand from
there? If design is differentiated
from art by its deemphasis on ego
and focus on “universal” issues
and solutions, what would it look
like to blur those distinctions?
How would an unapologetically
culturally-specific design, derived
from the identity of the designer,
look? Could we re-frame egocentric design by emphasizing how
identity markers can be unifying,
rather than individualizing?
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AND SO...

This thesis is an opportunity to
demonstrate the value of queering
the designer-user binary, through
designing from the self and
exploring what new end products
can be achieved through such
a methodology. Designing
queerness is not an object or
aesthetic, but a process.
My hope in attempting this endeavor
is to provide a new way forward for
designers of marginalized identity
groups. In a time of performative
“diversity” and “inclusion,” our
marginalized statuses grant us an
invitation to the table, but the price
we pay for the seat is our identities.
If we don whiteness, and remain
silent, our place isn’t questioned.
But, what is the point of inviting us
if you didn’t actually want change?
The methodology that I am following
closely parallels the experience
of minority identity formation.
Specifically, it begins with a looking

inward by reflecting on oneself
and one’s history. It then uses this
reflection and history to generate
objects that will then be used to
have a conversation with others.
Through these conversations, an
expansion of shared history and
understanding of identity will lead
to the creation of new reflective
objects. Moreover, there will be
documentation and archiving of
interviews with community members.
The product is as much the work as
it is the conversations. In some cases,
the conversations may become the
materiality of the objects.
Moreover, how can “community”
form around such a methodology?
What relationships can be built that
could be nurturing and long lasting,
rather than the all too prevalent
and often exploitative or temporally
limited relationships employed by
other design processes?
Exploitation and misuse are great
fears. Should this endeavor provide
some insights into working within
marginalized communities and how
queerness can function within design,
my hope is for these knowledges to
remain in the ownership and care of
other marginalized designers. This
methodology is not to be appropriated
by majoritarian designers to infiltrate
minoritarian communities. The ideal
would be for marginalized designers
to be wholly present – not only
as individuals, but as members of a
community and embodiment of the
constellation of their relationships.

WHAT
IS
THE
WORK
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DECOLONIZING DESIGN, FALL 2018 - FINAL:
Make the thing you’ve always wanted to make, but haven’t
felt comfortable to do in other classes. It should be a
publication of some sort - in multiples for distribution.
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BURNING HELL
MONEY ON A
LASER CUTTER
TO COMMUNE
WITH MY
DECEASED
GRANDMOTHER

I’m going to make a publication for the dead. I think
specifically, it’s for my grandmother. At the same time, it’s
for myself. For once, I am going to do something purely for
myself. I’m going to burn my prayers on hell money. The
idea that money is something we’ll need for the afterlife is
honestly, quite dismaying. Even in death, you can’t escape
capitalism.
…
The cashier at the Vietnamese supermarket looks at me
puzzlingly. She looks at my bundles of joss paper.
“Oh, honey, it’s the Hmong new year!”
The only possible reason or use of the joss paper would be
for offerings set aside at a single time of year. She tries to
place me in a tradition, in an identity that would use these
products as they are intended.
“Oh, yeah, it is, isn’t it?”
…
I feel pretty conflicted about this piece. RISD has been
so isolating in so many ways, and it feels radical to make
space in design for mourning, for processing — for my
grandmother. The little fires on the laser cutter send my
prayers to her. As I am an employee of the university, I don’t
pay for the electricity that makes this possible. Each pulse of
the laser, each apology to my grandmother, is paid for by the
university.
At the same time, am I subjecting my grandmother to the
gaze of the institution? Who is it all for?
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“Your ability to articulate your reasoning behind this
work is really astounding. Have you been working with
these concepts for a while? How did you develop this sort of
outsider perspective?”
“I think it’s from feeling like I’ve been living in the
margins most of my life, I guess?”
…
“Excuse me if I’m reading into this too much, but I think
also this is about more than your grandmother. You know, your
grandmother is a stand in for your culture. You’re apologizing
for being divorced from your culture because of America.”
“I could see that. To be honest, I have only really thought
about this piece in terms of my relationship with my
grandmother. For me, the real impetus to connect to culture is
because of the people who share that culture. A culture feels
empty without its people.”
…
“I can’t relate to this 100%, but I can see your vulnerability
in this piece. I think it’s remarkable that you’re able to tap
into a collective need to grieve.”
…
My ‘Decolonizing Design’ professor recently re-posted a
Tweet supporting trans individuals in the army.

I see an irony in this.

LAST NIGHT
I TOOK MY
GRANDMOTHER
TO A QUEER
LUNAR NEW
YEAR PARTY
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2.22.19
Last night, over 800 people made space for my grandmother.
People sat in front of her and cried. White straight cisgender
men paid $50 for a chance to see her. Queer and trans people of
color paid $15-20; black and indigenous folks, $10.
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I don’t know if she would have agreed with the pricing. Early in
her life, she was, like many Asians, prone to colorism. Towards
the end her attitudes expanded. She once told my sister that if
she had a partner, she should bring them to see her before she
died. It wouldn’t matter if they were white, black, a boy, or a
girl. She just wanted to know if we were happy.
…
“This cool black femme really wants to talk to you about your
work. Let me take you to her”
“I really just wanted to speak to you about this. I wanted to let
you know that I see you in this piece. I see your vulnerability
and I haven’t seen work that has so radically put that out
there on the line for the public, for us. My grandmother is also
important to me and I hold so many things close to me that
remind me of her. I’m also first generation, and I don’t share a
language with my grandmother. There is so much heartbreak
and longing here. Do you think she forgives you?”
…
“I think all of these feelings have resided in me too, but this
piece has brought all of it to the surface. I wouldn’t have
thought to use a laser cutter or the paper in that way”
…
I left you that night. I didn’t know what would happen after I left,
but it was getting late and I had been there all day. I was worried
you’d be gone when I came back in the morning. I hoped that the
tenuous altar I built for you would remain after the celebrations.
I came back and rushed into the venue, remnants of the
night’s raucous joy littered the floor. You stood there,
unmoved from where I had left you, but surrounded in a glow

of the evening’s festivities. Spent incense laid at the altar as
artifacts of forbidden worship. Against the wishes of the venue,
people made offerings to you. They burned incense. They cried.
				
…
Michelle sent me a cute message: “Thank you for your
installation! We really wanted you to do this work because it
really resonates with our values and how we try to have people
think about organizing. In order to dismantle anti-blackness or
capitalism, it starts with the day to day interactions with those
you hold close. We are all building towards these futures but the
futures aren’t guaranteed until we can figure out how to live
well. It starts with the personal and extends outward from there.
It was so moving watching everyone kneel in front of your grandmother
and cry, trying to piece together what parts of yourself you left there. A
lot of people felt the intimacy that you were sharing and felt the ability
to express vulnerability in the space. It’s so important to think about
how your work activated the space. How do we make public spaces for
healing people, rather than places of commerce and control? The public
is where you connect with others in a different way, with strangers or
people you don’t know that well. I think your piece really bridged a lot
of what we have been thinking about”
…
2.25.19
Today I told my class I was sorry. Grandmother, you weren’t there,
but I think we could feel something. It was the first time I’ve read
everything out loud. I didn’t think I’d make a professor cry today.
…
2.27.19
“So, how are you going to get user feedback on this project? No one
is going to be critical of your work, when it’s so personal. Design
is about engaging users and getting feedback so you can iterate on
your work and improve it to meet the needs of your users.”
Can I measure success in tears? Why does the feedback have
to be in the form of critique?
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3.14.19
Joyce came up to me at the opening. We’ve never met, but
she told me about her grandmother — how she too was
making her thesis about her. I didn’t have the heart to tell
her that I wasn’t continuing this work in my thesis.
…
A classmate of mine came up to me as I turned the corner.
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GRANDMOTHER
WILL BE THERE
MONDAYSUNDAY, 126PM; 6-8PM
WITH RISD ID

“I’m so mad for you right now.”
“Why? What’s up?”
“There are some Chinese first year girls that don’t get your
project. It’s hard to translate, but they said something like
you’re trying to commercialize your grandma? Or maybe
exploit? I wanted to fight them on your behalf.”
…
I met another classmate at the bar.
“Apparently some Chinese first years do not get my project.
They think I’m trying to exploit my grandma or something.
They don’t understand it.”
I look over into the gallery, as another of my peers leafs the
joss paper hanging on the altar, smiling.
“What? Why would they think that?”
“I mean it’s not meant to be authentic in a way. They’re
questioning my own experience...”
“Isn’t that your thesis anyway? Who are you anyway?”
…
My advisor’s children instinctively walk over to the altar. They,
alone, are the only viewers who sit on the rug to get a better view
of my grandmother’s face. Gallery norms don’t easily control a
child’s behaviors. For these children, the overriding urge, stronger
than the norms of the gallery and peering eyes of the other opening
attendees, is to bow. They kneel on the rug and go into a deep bow.
Eventually they pile on top of each other and play in front of her.
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3.15.19
I met with Tiffany today to work on a prototype for my thesis.
“How was your opening? It’s over in Sol Koffler, right?”
“Oh, it was nice. My advisor’s children were there and
said hi to my Grandmother. Some first years thought I was
exploiting my grandmother though.”
“That always happens — they never get that we’re Chinese
American and so these things mean different things to us. In
my crits, they always say things like ‘that’s not how that’s
used’ or ‘you’re doing it wrong’.”
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3.18.19
Maybe they have a point. From 8PM-12PM my grandmother
is alone. There are, of course, objects in the gallery,
things made by people. Their authors have left a little bit
of themselves in there as well, but the objects have been
expunged of the personal. They lack a certain animism.
Elements of one’s style, of course, are present, but what is
style but another way to demonstrate your relationship to a
field? What of the designer has been left behind? I think of
what has been left behind with my grandmother. She doesn’t
sit alone, because when the gallery doors close and the lights
are off, I am still there. My apologies are with her.
A final apology for now, Grandma, “Sorry. These people
don’t see you.”
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DRINKING TEA,
EATING RICE,
AND FINDING
COMMUNITY

10.06.18
As a maker, attending craft fairs tends to make me feel
uncomfortable. I know the feeling of staring out into a sea of
people and hoping that someone will see you and your craft.
While each interaction can be read as purely transactional,
there is a deeply personal aspect to each exchange. You and
your work are up for evaluation. Your labor has a monetary
value, and it’s hard not to read into each transaction, successful
or failed, as a reflection of your worth as an artist or designer.
Lately, I’ve been taking the stance of going to every table
managed by a person or color. If I can’t afford their work, at
the very least I can try to bring them some traffic. Among
the crowd of people, it can be hard to spot every person of
color, but lifelong practice of “count the number of other
people of color” in public has given me a trained eye.
I have no difficulty spotting Tiffany in the crowd. Her
blue and white porcelain could only be read as the work
of a Chinese artist or of someone very comfortable with
appropriating Chinese aesthetics. Luckily it is the former,
and not the latter.
“I love your work.” Usually this is a pleasantry, but I
can genuinely say I’m intrigued by the use of blue and
white imagery and can tell that its use is by someone of the
diaspora.
“Thank you! I’m Tiffany. Are you a RISD student?”
“Yes, I’m a thesis year grad in Industrial Design. I’m Adam,
by the way. What year are you?”
“I’m a first year grad in Ceramics.”
“Cool! I’ve actually been thinking a lot about blueware too.
We should chat sometime. I’ll follow you on Instagram.”
“Sure! I’d like that.”
“I think I’ll take this one.” I don’t really have the money,
but I buy a $95 vase anyway.
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I haven’t really felt a sense of community at RISD. Critiques
are especially isolating, focusing on cultural identity in
my work, and make it feel like there’s an even bigger gap
between my lived experience and that of my peers. Putting
your identity into your work, making it personal on a level
beyond authorship, opens you up to a vulnerability where
your lived experience and culture often feel like the subject
of critique. I keep putting myself in the work, hoping that
someone will see me.
…
11.09.18
In a hope to find some semblance of community at RISD, I
decide to participate in Open Studios. RISD’s departments
tend to function as silos of knowledge, with little crosspollination and interaction between them. Open Studios, a
student-led initiative, feel like one of the few instances in
which graduate students from different departments interact.
I used to participate as a visitor before entering RISD, but
since starting in the program, my studio work and other
obligations have made it feel impossible for me to engage.
“Adam! So this is your studio space?”
“Hi Tiffany. Yes, this little green area is mine. Welcome!”
“Oh my god. This is joss paper right? I’ve been meaning to
figure out how to incorporate this into a project too!”
“It is! I’m planning on using it to make an altar to my
grandmother. I’ve also been playing with making my own
versions for myself, since it seems sad to me that all the stuff
sold is so materialistic.”
“That’s such a good idea! Okay, we should definitely get
coffee or something soon. I feel like there’s a lot that we
could talk about.”
…
I waver back and forth on how explicit to be in use of cultural
material. Talking to artists, everyone says it’s better to be
less overt. If you can represent something metaphorically,

less didactically, you’ve achieving a certain level of finesse
that requires more skill to do. You can be too heavy-handed
with aesthetically signaling cultural identity.
I’ve internalized some of these values and tend to devalue
my work that reads as more overtly “Asian” or “queer.”
But further reflection makes me question where the value
judgment on heavy-handedness of cultural aesthetics comes
from.
There is a history of self-Orientalization or playing up
Orientalist aesthetics as a survival tactic. Chinese American
restaurant owners have played into exoticisms in order to
cater to a Western clientele, as the lifeline of a restaurant
is its ability to capture a wide audience. At the same time,
these restaurants act as beacons to others of the diaspora.
Self-Orientalization complicates the narrative of Orientalism
by empowering the Oriental subjects to be self-determining
agents. In playing up their cultural identity, they make
themselves hyper-visible to other potential members of their
community.
I don’t want my work to assume some sort of neutral
aesthetic. I don’t want to hide the work behind metaphor.
I want it to be clearly legible. I think I’ve been trying to
make the aesthetic decisions of using traditional Chinese
motifs and materials because it’s a statement of unabashedly
stating my existence. In self-Orientalizing, I’m screaming
out to the world that I am here, and unafraid to embrace my
entire identity.
…
2.22.19
I did an installation in New York. Invited by the Yellow
Jackets Collective, I rebuilt my altar for my grandmother.
Using joss paper, I burned apologies for our rift. I was
worried that the party would not be a space for mourning, but
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what I had seen by the end of the night gave me hope in how
art and design could build connections between people.
…
2.28.19
I finally reached out to Tiffany. I’ve been more optimistic
about what design could do when I’m not spending my time
making in direct response to white supremacy, colonialism,
and anti-queerness. Having produced work from my own
experience and consequently bonding with others over
collective cultural estrangement and intergenerational
trauma, I have a renewed sense of hope for design. I want to
refocus my efforts to understanding what kind of cultural
production could exist not in response to, but in spite of
oppressive systems. I need to find community in order to
continue pursuing this work.
…
3.1.19
Tiffany and I didn’t make any concrete plans at the end of
our first meeting. We spent most of the hour talking about
our experiences attempting to create work that spoke to the
experiences of diaspora. She told me that before coming to
RISD, she spent a semester at the University of Montana
School of Art where she first started her MFA journey. She
spent so much of her time there as the only Asian American
student, and she had to put in so much emotional labor while
explaining simple facts about racism in America.
The final straw, she told me, was a surreal experience,
landing in Montana and finding out the results of the 2016
election. All of the white people on the plane cheered, and
she locked eyes with the only other person of color present,
a black woman, and they immediately ran off the plane
together.
…
“RISD compared to my time at Montana, is a little less
problematic. I think the hardest thing is being told by white

critics that they don’t get your work. They tell you that
the work is inaccessible, but never once question their own
lack of cultural context to understand the work. The work
is deficient, and not the critic.” I nod in agreement, having
experienced the same things.
“I think that’s true. I don’t know what’s worse though,
having white critics centering themselves in your work or
non-diasporic Asian folks center themselves and tell you
that your understanding of culture is wrong. Professors tell
me I should run my work by my Chinese classmates, which
completely dismisses the differences in the Chinese and
Chinese-American experience.”
“It’s been great chatting with you! I usually don’t talk
to Industrial Design students because I think they’re all
so focused on making products, but this has been really
refreshing. I’m not sure what we’ll make in the end, but
let’s keep meeting.”
“I feel similarly. I don’t know what work will come out of it,
but maybe these conversations are the work?”
…
3.8.19
The second meeting didn’t result in any concrete plans
either. We played around a little bit with figuring out how
to make decals, but spent another chunk of time talking
through difficulties we encounter doing this work at RISD
– performatively woke liberals who are deeply problematic,
people who pat themselves on their backs for not being racist,
and white people who just take up so much space in classrooms.
“Honestly, having this time to just talk through this stuff
has been really valuable. My ex-partner was in the ceramics
program before me and we used to collaborate on work about
Asian diasporic identity. Since we broke up, I’ve been working
to figure out what my body of work would look like with
different collaborations.”
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“I totally get that. My partner isn’t a designer, but they do
plenty of work on queerness and Asian-American identity,
and if we were to break up, I think it would impact my work
as well. I’m happy you and I are able to work on a project
together.”
…
3.14.19
I think the work has been stalling a little bit. I haven’t
really been explicit about what I’d like to get out of this and
I’m always pretty wary going into collaborations because
I don’t want to feel like as if I’m getting more out of the
collaboration than the other party.
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I think another reason I’ve been stalling is because I’m
always a little wary of other East Asians tapping into AsianAmerican identity in their work. There are a lot of East
Asians who tend to center their experiences, and there is
almost too much of that narrative. I think, sometimes, East
Asians who think about political identity are almost more
difficult to deal with – mostly in that the ones who do not
have radical politics tend to say things like “Asian lives
matter too” or would have been behind the “Justice for
Peter Liang” movement.
…
3.15.19
“Okay, so hear me out. I think one thing I’ve been thinking
about is more specifically how do other Asians test each
other to determine if they can be friends. At least for me,
having similar politics is one of the most important factors
in deciding whether or not I can open up to another person of
color. I think there are ways that we test each other in order
to find community, and maybe those objects can document
that or perform that?”
“Hmm. That does sound interesting. I was doing work earlier
on the stages of racial identity formation and how aesthetics
can reflect that, with each figure getting more abstract.”

“Yeah! I think there could be stages to this as well. I was
thinking that the objects can be related to a dinner set, and
each step in the sequence can represent another level of
testing?”
“So what would you propose the tests be?”
“Well, usually when I have a conversation with someone
new the first thing that happens usually is sharing a racist
experience and seeing if they see it as such, or if they give
the offender the benefit of the doubt. Then, usually I’ll try
to gauge what kind of investment they have in their own
culture or history. After, I usually then start to see if they
are critical of their own culture, like would they say, ‘Asian
lives matter too?’ or recognize a history of anti-blackness
in Asian American history?”
“Yes, totally. I’m on board with that. I never understand how
other Asians can’t see how problematic of a statement that is.”
…
3.22.19
“How do we even start this? Everything we do ends up
sounding kind of cheesy. What would the first thing say ?
‘Racism exists?’”
“I know. I know. It does sound pretty basic, but that’s
unfortunately where we are, right? Like we hope that we’d
be past that now, but these experiences are still really
common.”
“Hmm. Maybe if we work from real experiences things will
be more grounded? I remember having a similar conversation
with another Asian American, so maybe we can draw from
that?
…
I once had dinner with another Asian American. We were just
starting to get to know each other. We went out to an Asian
restaurant, because we both were longing for something
other than American food.
They told me about their day, and how work had been kind
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of difficult because of their co-workers. They explained to
me what I could clearly recognize as a microaggression by
their white co-worker. As they poured me a cup of tea, they
dismissed the incident as they certainly didn’t mean it from
a place of harm.
At this point, I was angry on their behalf and knew this was
going to have to be a longer conversation. We drank tea, and
I explained how these things play out. They drank, and took
it all in.
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The rice came and I told them about racial identity formation.
We ate, and he made the suggestion that our plights must be
similar to that of other minorities. We continued to eat, and
I wrestled with our differences in how Chinese American
history is plagued with anti-blackness and how our activism
is built off the backs of black activists.
We didn’t hang out again.
…
We finish the objects, and I’m proud of the aesthetic
representations, but can’t help but feel like they are
conceptually overwrought. I fight against the rising
feelings of “cheesiness,” reminding myself that sometimes
directness is a necessary tactic and that placing value in
abstraction comes from a place of privilege.
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YELLOW
JACKETS,
WHITE SNAKES,
GREEN SNAKES,
AND FAMILIAL
BAGGAGE

My grandmother lived with us for ten years -- from the
time I was born until the next male in our family was born
to my uncle. The most vivid memories of tenderness from
my childhood are attached to her. My parents spent most
of their time working at the watch repair shop, and were
often too tired in the evenings to spend time with us. So, my
grandmother was tasked with raising me and my older sisters.
In the years before I started grade school, it was just me and my
grandmother. We started each day with warm meal she would
have carefully cooked and then a cup of Vietnamese coffee,
often paired with a youtiao for dipping. Our days were pretty
consistent --- she would spend some time teaching me how to
cook or garden and then we would watch Chinese operas.
During one of our gardening sessions, I remember playing
in the chinese chive patch, terrifying a flock of white
butterflies. I picked up a stick and chased after them,
unintentionally downing one with a careless swipe. I started
crying, taken aback by their fragility, and remembering a
story that my grandmother told me about how butterflies
were the souls of those who had departed. I remember
thinking I had cut down my grandfather’s soul. She consoled
me and together we buried it in the garden.
…
When I was in a choleric mood, my grandmother would cheer
me up by putting on the VHS of our favorite Chinese opera,
a story of the relationship between two female snake spirits,
that I remember as one of my earliest exposures to queerness.
…
Over dinner in Chinatown, I met with the Yellow Jackets
Collective. I had seen their community building and activism, and
wanted to understand their relationships to queerness, diasporic
identity, and building spaces. I showed them the altar I had made
for my grandmother, and they welcomed it with warmth.
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The Yellow Jackets Collective describes themselves as such,
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“We are all, in different ways, angry yellow femmes
who grew up in white spaces and learned to navigate and
challenge systems of white supremacy from within. We
found language through teachers at universities who slipped
us words that we did not know existed. Words to describe
ourselves and words to remember our history. It is our
proximity to whiteness that kept us apart for so long, and
also what brought us together. Most of our core members
went to NYU and knew each other peripherally, but we were
busy pacifying whiteness and remained distant from each
other. The alienation we felt in working life post-graduation
pushed us into revealing further the ways we were similar:
anxiety over how dueling privilege and oppression would
push us to be productive, the complexities of our individual
identities, queer politics of futurity, and a deep, endless
anger towards white supremacy that burned constant, even
in darker moments of assimilation and self-denial. It is this
anger, equal parts revenge, bitterness, and overwhelming
love for our communities, from which YJC rose. Anger is still
the inciting, creative force that gives us the energy to work
and build, despite our melancholy and the ghosts that haunt
our bodies and histories. It is the love in this anger that
sustains us, for our communities are full of power, grace and
beauty our current system cannot begin to imagine”
…
Out of the blue, I received a message from Esther of YJC:
“Hi! I have a question! We are doing an altar space for our
queer lunar new year and was wondering if you would want
to display your rug in the space? But also, it would be in
a party space, so we understand if you are nervous about
damage and such. We just wanted to throw it out there for
you if you’re interested!”

Honestly, at first, I was pretty hesitant to take them up on the
offer. I think my work is pretty personal and also, the piece
isn’t the most uplifting for a party space. But, with their
encouragement and that of my partner, I agreed.
…
I’m so thankful for the Yellow Jackets Collective for making
space for me and my grandmother inside of their queer lunar
new year party. Queerness, gender, and diasporic identity
were never things I talked about with her. In some small
way, I think bringing her to to the space made it possible to
posthumously have those conversations with her. I’d like to
pay them back for their kindness. If I can, I’d love to make
space within my own work, and funnel the time RISD expects
me to spend on my own thesis, to make something for YJC.
…
There are several versions to the story of Bai Suzhen, or
Lady White Snake. The one I recall draws from the Beijing
opera I used to watch with my grandmother, with my own
queer reading of it.
Legend has it that there once lived a white snake spirit, Bai
Suzhen. For centuries, she practiced Taoism in order to gain
immortality. In her studies, she is accompanied by a younger
green snake spirit, named Xiaoqing or “little teal,” who
she had previously rescued from death at the hands of a
human.
Bai Suzhen decides one day she would like to experience
love, an emotion only afforded to humans. Xiaoqing,
is skeptical, as she distrusts humans, but defers to her
companion. The white snake transforms herself into a woman
and eventually falls in love with and marries a medicine
salesman. The medicine salesman, unaware of his wife’s true
form is tricked by a monk into giving his wife special wine.
Upon consuming the wine, she returns to her true form, and
her husband dies out of shock.
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Bai Suzhen and Xiaoqing travel to a mountain to receive
a special herb to revive the medicine salesman. They are
successful, and the medicine salesman realizes his love for
his wife regardless of her form. She gives birth to their child,
but the monk returns and captures her in her weakened state.
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The medicine salesman continues to raise their child,
while Xiaoqing, struck by grief at the loss of her companion
trains to increase her magical ability. After twenty years of
training, she challenges the monk, successfully defeating
him and freeing Bai Suzhen from her prison. She thanks
Xiaoqing and returns to her husband and child.
…
“Hey Michelle! I know you had mentioned that YJC would
like a rug, and I wanted to reach out to see if I could make
one for y’all. Maybe it could be something built off the
discussions you have in your workshops and we could use it
as a conversation point?”
“That would be lovely! I think right now though, we are at
this point where we are trying to reassess what we prioritize
and how our energies are spent. I think for a while we have
been better at communicating with the artists we work with
and we have not been intentional enough with each other. We
are a collective, and collectives often function similarly to
families. I think it’s easy for the some of the toxic familial
dynamics that we grew up with to manifest in the dynamic of
the collective. I think what we could really benefit from right
now would be something that would help us to set intentions
with each other before entering a space. If somehow your rug
were able to do that -- I think that would be really great.”
I think to myself that this rug is going to have a lot to live up to,
but at the very least, I think I would like to give YJC a gift. There
is a softness that I want to reciprocate and it would mean so much
for me to be able to turn my thesis work into an act of softness.

I have always thought the story of Bai Suzhen and Xiaoqing
was tragic. It’s such a tragic queer story. Bai Suzhen sticks
to her human male husband and son, in spite of the heroic
effort by Xiaoqing to save her and her initial warnings and
mistrust of humans. The intended moral of the story is to
push for filial piety, but my queer read is that patriarchy
and heterosexuality are a trap, and queer care is what really
saves us.
…
I made a rug for the Yellow Jackets Collective, hoping
that the design process could be a space to mediate the
processing of intergenerational trauma and the reproduction
of toxic familial dynamics in extended relationships. I took
a story that was important to me, one that even I forgot until
my partner reminded me, and tried to imbue its narrative into
a rug that could represent queer care and tenderness.
My hopes for the rug to be restorative feel like a tall order,
but I think there are small victories to be had. It feels good
for me to be able to turn this thesis that is couched in a
program that has felt isolating, into a space where I can tend
to relationships. Making the “design research” process
into one that recognizes the humanity of individuals and
strives to be restorative in its information gathering, rather
than exploitative, is an intentional act for me to challenge
the fraught history of design and institutional research.
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INTERVIEW
WITH
ESTHER
OF THE
YELLOW
JACKETS
COLLECTIVE
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The initial plan was to make a rug
that would relate back to some of the
themes you discuss in workshops.
But talking with Michelle, it seems
that it might be more useful for this
object to set intentions amongst each
other before entering a space. With
that in mind, I wanted to talk to you
more about your experience with the
collective.
Now that I hear what Michelle
commented on, I think I agree also.
I'm just thinking about where we are
right now, that seems to be the most
appropriate use for it – perhaps a rug
that could facilitate some ritual for us
before entering a space.

bring over a rug for it also serves as
like a functional piece that centers
discussion and gives a sense of place.
We could start every workshop by
talking about the rug. I really like the
idea you’re proposing of an object
that we take with us and it holding a
lot of good energy.

What kinds of things do you do in
preparation for workshops or things
you might already do to set intentions?
We have been pretty bad at getting
our energies together before events.
Usually afterwards, it feels good – it
never feels like we did a bad job, but
I always think we can better prepare
before things. It takes a while for me
get used to a space and a lot of outside
factors affect me. I’m pretty sensitive
to a lot of stimuli, like how loud a
space is or its ambiance in general. So
when I do a talk, I usually want to be
there 30 minutes before. Taking the
time to be intentional about entering
a space, and working to ground
ourselves first would be really useful.
Are there like things that help you
adjust to new spaces?
I think it would be really great to

Yellow Woman Speaks, by Merle Woo9
Shadow become real; follower become leader;
mouse turned sorcerer —

Are there specific ways that you do
usually to start workshops?
Sometimes we read Merle Woo's poem,
'Yellow Woman Speaks'.1 It's just this
short poem. Although, I don't know
how much we still identify with the
piece. I think it's really important to
us still, but I think we are heading
towards a softer place.

In a red sky, a dark beast lies waiting,
her teeth, once hidden, now unsheathed swords.
Yellow woman, a revolutionary, speaks:
“They have mutilated our genitals, but I will
restore them;
I will render our shames and praise them,
Our beauties, our mothers:
Those young Chinese whores on display in
barracoons;
the domestics in soiled aprons;
the miners, loggers, railroad workers
holed up in Truckee in winters.
I will create armies of their descendants.
And I will expose the lies and ridicule
the impotence of those who have called us
chink
yellow-livered
slanted cunts
exotic
in order to abuse and exploit us.
And I will destroy them.”
Abrasive teacher, incisive comedienne,
Painted Lady, dark domestic —
Sweep minds’ attics; burnish our senses;
keep house, make love, wreak vengeance.

What other reminders do you want
going into a space?
I think definitely softness and
tenderness. We often forget that we're
four different people. We are such
different individuals, and we all need
to learn how to care for each other in
ways specific to that person. I don’t
think we have been doing that enough.

people and got along with them.
Michelle sort of says this in our origin
story, but it was almost as if we all fell
in love with each other. I think that's
what happened. We basically met up
multiple times to eat and talk and
become really good friends and then,
we turned into family. I continue to do
work with them because of my passion
for my friends and I want to do work
with them, no matter how it might
look. We are collaborative and I keep
in mind how our community is just
amazing and I want to continue to be
supportive to them too.

What sorts of things make you feel
cared for?
I definitely think acts of care. That
could mean giving food, even like
affection, physical affection and treats
and things like
“We often forget that we're four different
that. I think it's
people. We are such different individuals,
because it's really
and we all need to learn how to care for
hard for me to
each other in ways specific to that person.
be verbal about
I don’t think we have been doing that
my emotions. So,
enough”
that's how I also
express care and that's maybe how I
Is there anything else that you have
read it from other people too. But, also been thinking about?
Michelle said something important
I'm thinking a lot about friendships
– “whatever my friend thinks is
now. Basic things like learning how
an act of care is an act of care to me,
to care for them and how to be really
because not everyone's way of caring
good friends in every aspect.
is recognizable .” If we keep that in
mind, then knowing that you intended
for something to demonstrate care, can
make me feel cared for.
What motivates you to continue to do
work with YJC?
I think I was just drawn to them
as people. YJC kind of came after
I realized that I really enjoy these
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CELEBRATING
COMMUNITY
WITH
CABBAGES

Parissah of the Yellow Jackets Collective thought I should
talk to Mei Lum, the fifth generation owner of Wing on Wo
& Co., the oldest store in Manhattan’s Chinatown. Parissah
pointed out that the early objects that I had wanted to make,
refigurings of Orientalist aesthetics for new diasporic
narratives, had a connection to Mei’s mission of reshaping
how the public views objects made in China.

INTERVIEW
WITH MEI
LUM OF
WING ON WO
& CO., THE
OLDEST
STORE IN
CHINATOWN,
NEW YORK.
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How did you get involved with
graduate school, but in the process,
W.O.W.?
I met a PhD student, Diane Long.
W.O.W. has been around since 1890.
She was doing her fieldwork about
I’m the fifth-generation owner,
the gentrification of Chinatowns
but I arrived in this position very
throughout the United States and
serendipitously. My grandmother
she interviewed me and my dad.
who managed the store before me
I told her about moving back to
— it kind of skipped a generation
New York and a lot of the changes
— she was thinking of selling the
that I was witnessing in my own
building and the business. As a kid,
community. After the interview, she
I grew up in the store. I would go
offered for me to shadow her on the
there every day after school. I was
rest of her fieldwork.
taken care of there.
“listening to the concerns of people that
My dad always
make up my community — really thinking
joked and said
about how I could activate W.O.W. in a way
that he changed
that could respond to those concerns and
my diaper on the
be a space for people to connect and be in
counter. So it’s
dialogue with one another.”
really been this
space that has grounded me and
I did that for about three months
my identity and rooted me in home
from January through March of
in Chinatown. When faced with
2016 and that’s when it really came
its possible closure, it was really
together for me, listening to the
emotional for me. I wanted to see
concerns of people that make up
if it would be possible for me to
my community — really thinking
regenerate it; at least to give a stab
about how I could activate W.O.W. in
at managing it and turning it into
a way that could respond to those
something that’s my own. That
concerns and be a space for people
was really important for me too, and
to connect and be in dialogue with
that’s where the W.O.W. Project, our one another. I don’t think we had
community initiative came in.
a big grand idea that it would be
the W.O.W. Project and it would be
Could you tell me more about the
a community initiative. I think we
story of the W.O.W. Project?
just wanted to try to bring together
In the winter of 2015, I was also
folks that we were interviewing
transitioning back to New York
and start with one conversation.
City after having lived and worked
But, after we saw the reception to
abroad in Asia for three years.
our work, we knew that it needed
I originally had plans to attend
to continue, because it seemed like

a very much needed space in the
community. It really grew from a
place of conversation to very much
a space of incubation for emerging
Asian American artists, youth
culture, and activism.

different zines by different Asian
American artists. I started sourcing
different porcelain pieces made by
individual young Chinese ceramicists
to try to think about ways that we
can challenge how people think about
things made in China. I think a lot of
people either think they’re made in a
factory or made by an elderly person.
There’s certain stereotypical image
that people have. We really wanted
to deconstruct those stereotypes —
humanizing the objects that we sell
in the shop, telling the story of the
maker, and really contextualizing

Thank you for sharing that. I’m
curious, in the transition over,
how did you envision integrating
the shop with the W.O.W. Project?
Was that mostly thinking about it
as a site centered in Chinatown to
resist gentrification, or are there
other aspects to it, like curating the
things that are
s certain stereotypical image that
sold in the store? “There’
people have. We really wanted to deconstruct
Originally
those stereotypes — humanizing the objects
when I was
that we sell in the shop, telling the story of
thinking about
the regeneration the maker, and really contextualizing our
older pieces by talking about the history of
of W.O.W., the
the pattern, how it arrived at our shop, and
W.O.W. Project
that ties into all of our conversations about
was definitely
identity and cultural roots too that we touch
a part of it. We
really wanted to on through the W.O.W. Project.”
challenge folks in our neighborhood
our older pieces by talking about the
and the public to think about ways
history of the pattern, how it arrived
that a storefront could contribute
at our shop, and that ties into all of
to a neighborhood outside of pure
our conversations about identity and
economics. How a storefront could
cultural roots too that we touch on
be a place of politicization, cultural
through the W.O.W. Project. So I think
production, conversations, and
it’s very fluid and I almost think it
storytelling? Since then they have
was kind of accidental in ways. And
organically folded into each other.
it just ended up like weaving together
The people that we support through
really nicely and has come up in the
the W.O.W. Project we now support
shop and in our conversations with
through the shop too. So we do sell
customers very organically.
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In terms of your customers —
and their identity. And I think it’s
what’s the demographic of who
a journey for every person that
buys objects from the shop?
walks in, but I think buying a piece
It’s a mix. I would say during the
of porcelain that is reminiscent of
week, it’s very tourist heavy. We
their childhood or related to their
have folks coming from out of town
family’s culture is almost like
and then on the weekends we have
reclaiming the identity that they
a lot of just like native New Yorkers might have been ashamed of before
coming through. But with the work
or not really proud of. They’re
with the W.O.W. Project, I think
owning it and deciding to come to
we’ve seen a huge surge in younger that on their own terms. I think the
Asian Americans coming in and
decision to put these objects in their
taking an interest in our pieces and
home is an act of reclaiming and
the zines. I think there’s a certain
maybe the start of a journey into
nostalgia too about the stuff that
exploring who they are or where
we sell. I think a lot of people who
they come from. It really depends
walk in, they’re like, “oh my God
on the person, but I think that’s the
I grew up with this teapot,” or “I
generally what we have gotten from
remember my family having a set of
people that have walked in.
this blue and white
“I think buying a piece of porcelain that
porcelain.” So I
think that brings up is reminiscent of their childhood or related
s culture is almost like
like a lot of memories to their family’
and stories. My dad reclaiming the identity that they might
have been ashamed of before or not really
is always working
re owning it and deciding
the front of the shop proud of. They’
to
come
to
that
on
their own terms.
and is always trying
to engage people in conversations
too about their identity and cultural
backgrounds.
From your conversations with the
customers that come into W.O.W,
what do you think they get out of or
see in these objects?
I think a lot of people that come to
W.O.W. are in search of learning
more about their cultural roots

I think there is a lot that I can learn from Mei. Or rather, Mei
has reminded be about so much that I have forgotten in trying
to fit within this industrial design program. Objects have
histories relating to their origins and the are socio-cultural
identity of an object is an access point for individuals to
understand their own identities.
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Before Mei put words to this feeling, I had been instinctively
fumbling for some way to discover my own cultural identity.
I looked to objects to tap into and construct a shared
cultural history. Along the way, appropriating, or perhaps
re-appropriating Orientalist aesthetics. Although, I'm unsure
if I can re-appropriate a culture that was never fully mine to
begin with.
It's perhaps all too common that members of the diaspora,
we look to objects as a way to (re)connect to a culture. In
my experience, the process of relocation and immigration
is a traumatic history that my parents do not desire to visit.
My parents have only recently returned to Cambodia and
Vietnam, after 30 plus years of vowing never to return.
And when they did return, they made sure to construct an
experience that would estrange them from their last contact
with their birthplaces. They arrived as tourists in their own
birthplaces, creating distance by staying in hotels, rather
than with family members, and donning their garments that
mark them as foreign. Physical space and objects widen the
distance from their once home.
Mei reminds me that objects can serve to support and hinder
our journeys to find our identities.
…
Since our first conversation, I have proposed to Mei
that I run a skill-sharing workshop for Wing on Wo. She
was excited about the possibility of doing a rug making
workshop, though I'm not sure what that would look like yet.

I have been worried because I am bumping into the end of my
thesis and deadlines are looming. It feels as if I am running
out of time, but then I remind myself to question where this
sense of urgency comes from.
The nature of doing this work within an academic institution
is that institutional deadlines do not always align with
academic deadlines. In fact, the false sense of urgency is too
often in opposition to progressive values that the institution
boasts.
I am worried that by including cultural workers like Wing on
Wo., and the Yellow Jackets Collective, in my dissertation I
am unduly exposing them to the pressures of the institution.
Who serves to benefit from this work? How do I maintain
a relationship to these organizations that doesn't fall into
the realm of exploitation that I have criticized for being so
prevalent in industrial design practice?
I take solace in the fact that each rug, for YJC and W.O.W.,
will be gifts. I will take on the labor of producing them and
will fund the objects through RISD grants.
Everyone has been so welcoming. I have been looking for
community by working with these groups, but I can't really
be a part of them, fully. I am not from New York, nor do I
live there currently. We share broader relationships and
identities, but are not entirely the same. I cannot take for
granted how they have opened themselves to me.
…
Mei and I schedule a workshop the weekend before I am
due to "defend" this work. I'm anxious about living up to
their expectations, but am hopeful, as everyone has been so
generous.
…
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Mei's father, Gary, welcomes me at the door. He's the
friendliest Asian father that I have met. He helps me set up
for the workshop, and makes a point of getting to know the
name of Zaidee and Dana, two friends along to help me. He is
that warm of a person.
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Gary tells us the history of W.O.W. and how it's changed over
the years.
“Mei has done a really great job of expanding what we do
here. She's really been a great voice for the community. It's
been tough sometimes though, with all the changes she has
made.
You know, my generation, we don't really talk about these
things. We grew up trying not to embrace parts of our
culture, because it only exiled us. I used to hang out with
mostly the Italians in Little Italy! But, you know, I think
the changes and trying to figure out who we are together
has been really necessary. I tell everyone that I don't know
enough, and none of us do, but together we are piecing a full
history of our cultures.”
…
Before anyone gets there, I work with Zaidee to layout the
cabbage pattern. The cabbage plate pattern was one of the
first that Mei's grandmother sourced. The rug will be used
at W.O.W.'s 94th anniversary. There are 8 butterflies, an
auspicious number, and each member of the workshop will
get to do one, with Vincent, the current resident, writing out
W.O.W.'s name in seal script at the center.
At the beginning of the workshop, each of the workshop
participants introduces themselves.
“I’m Lorraine, Mei’s mom.”
“I’m Lina, Mei’s sister.”
“I’m Stephen, Mei’s sister’s partner.”
“I’m Scott, Mei’s cousin’s partner.”
“I’m Evan, Mei’s cousin.”

“I’m Emily, Mei’s friend, and I was the second W.O.W.
Artist in Residence.”
“I’m Vincent, also Mei’s friend, and third W.O.W. Artist in
Residence.”
“I’m Clara. I work with Mei coordinating the residency
program.”
“I’m Juliet, co-founder of Resist Recycle Regenerate with
Mei.”
“I’m Tyler, Mei’s partner.”
I can tell that everyone really admires Mei as the heart of
the operation.
“I’m Adam. And, well, I follow Mei on Instagram.”
…
The process of making the rug is so different than my
experience making the last two. Everyone sits in front of the
canvas, enthralled by each end every loop of yarn that goes
through. They all celebrate the completion of each butterfly,
and tease the less successful ones. I can see everyone's
relationships to each other and their dynamics as everyone
partakes in designing.
We wrap up the workshop, three hours later, and I return to
spending the next three days wrapping up the rug alone.
…
Returning to the process of making the rug again, after
having started the rug with the group at Wing on Wo., feels
lonely. I had grown used to the supportive audience and the
family dynamic of the workshop.
…
Into hour seven of the rug, I receive a text message from Mei:
“We're cheering for you on this side !! Hope you get some
rest!”
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2.27.19
I realize that the work of my thesis
lately has been explaining my thesis,
justifying why what I’m doing is
of value and that I am doing work.
It feels like so much work having
to explain myself. Other students
are able to justify decisions by
citing aesthetics or providing user
research, but any of the critical
theory, or my own lived experiences,
are not accepted as valid.
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QUEERING
DEFENSE

In the program, a white cis-male
queer industrial design graduate
student gets told: “I think you
might be the first industrial design
student to put out a thesis that is
not industrial design. You somehow
have managed to make the work
about yourself and limit the amount
of user research you’ve done.”
Whereas when I propose my work
and using own experiences as a way
to start designing around identity,
I get told: “Okay, but how do you
make this less about yourself and
more about others, because design
isn’t about the self?”
And in this program, when I
attempt to draw from my own
lived experiences to inform my
designs, I get asked: “Okay, but
how do you represent or validate

that this is common knowledge?”
On the other hand, the discipline
has no problem accepting other
statements as common knowledge,
such as how one handles a
material or decides upon a form.
I read a tweet by Viet Thahn Nguyen
recently that I think is how I plan to
work for the rest of the semester:

I’m tired of doing the work of
explaining the cultural context
behind my work, only to run out
of time in a critique or to have
the context itself put up for
critique, rather than the design.
Over the course of this thesis,
in almost every critique, I have
built a space where I explained
to my professors the difficulties
of doing identity-based work and
demonstrated that I have been
doing work, just not necessarily
work that is easily recognized or
is considered “making” in the
discipline’s traditional sense.

5.1.19
Lately, I’ve been having a lot of
difficulty envisioning this thesis
defense. I’ve spent my critiques
explaining the additional labor I do
explaining the point of the work that
I do, and how it is in order to center
my identities and others who share
them. I have spent my own critique
time explaining why, contrary to
my critics’ expectations, my thesis
is not a manual on how not to be
problematic. But the defense is a
space where those who have been
supportive of me will be meeting
for the first time. I don’t know if
I know how to build a soft space. I
want them to feel the genuine sense
of welcoming and softness that I’ve
been afforded in the last few weeks,
working with Tiffany, the Yellow
Jackets Collective, and Wing on Wo.
…
I had therapy right before my thesis
defense, and can honestly say that it
provided me with much need clarity. I
open the defense with the following:
“Up until now, the majority of my
thesis has centered on bitterness.
It began by researching the ways
the pronunciation of “queer”
in Mandarin could have different
English meanings. Of those words,
Bitter Son stood out to me, as a
representation of my experiences
living in the US as a QPoC.

to care about something to critique it.

conversation with each other.

It’s because I care about both that I
see the potentials of figuring out how
the both can exist in a way that moves
beyond representation in the sense of
having more queer and BIPOC designers,

I wanted to start with a format that in the
past has felt like a nurturing space for me
— I’m going to do a reading. I invite you
to take off your shoes and sit on these
rugs as I tell you a story about the project
that first gave me the space to make in
a new way. Projected on the screen will
be a self-censored version of the work,
because that’s how I was able to make
without feeling like my work would be
preyed upon by the institution.”

Because in my own experience
representation doesn’t mean anything if
the BIPOC people included are those that
are quick to join the discipline and have
been demanding a seat at the table. If they
are uncritical, then they are integrated
and the discipline doesn’t change. How
can we break the table altogether?
The objects in this room are my attempt
at integrating critical, urgent care into
my practice. I took the time to withdraw
from the discipline, the program, and
make work that felt right to me. I learned
so much from the folks that helped
make these objects possible. And I’d
like to think about how not only we can
queer design, but how we can queer this
“thesis defense.”

A thesis defense has been explained
to me as a test of sorts, where the
professors put on their “professional”
hats and the warm loving supportive
feelings are put aside until it’s over. In
queering this defense, I propose that we
move beyond the battle metaphors of a
“defense” and consider if this space
can be a space of care that generates
knowledge. I advocate for care and
For the majority of thesis year, I
softness, because in withdrawing
framed it such that what I cared
from the discipline I have experienced
about most was queerness or my
the possibilities of such care. I think
community, and while that’s true — it’s wonderful that there are so many
I have come more to terms with the
folks in this room who have seen and
fact that I do enjoy design. Bitterness understood my work, and I would love
can’t exist without love - you have
nothing more than for you all to be in
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Upon concluding my reading
of BURNING HELL MONEY
ON A LASER CUTTER TO
COMMUNE WITH MY DECEASED
GRANDMOTHER, LAST NIGHT I
TOOK MY GRANDMOTHER TO
A QUEER LUNAR NEW YEAR
PARTY, and GRANDMOTHER WILL
BE THERE MONDAY-SUNDAY, 126PM; 6-8PM WITH RISD ID, I invite
the committee to humor me in another
form of reading typically done in
industrial design – a cold read. Three
minutes for a cold read is not much.
In setting up the cold read, immediately
after the reading of how my work
straddles legibility and illegibility
depending upon the audience’s cultural
context, I sought to show the futility in
using a cold read on cultural objects. I
was immediately met with a comment
about whether or not these objects
could stand without the author, and how
uncomfortable the situation made them.
For the first time in my time at RISD,
I didn’t have to defend my position.
For the first time, people who could
understand the work and felt the desire
to defend it for me, were present in the
room, performing the labor that I have so

often spent my critiques doing.
…
In some ways it’s actually been
difficult for me to reflect on how the
critique went. There is a strange thing
that happens where upon leaving the
critique, I have difficulty remembering
some of the details of it. There is
a mental block that I put on some
critiques because, in the past, they
have been spaces where I’ve felt my
identity was invalidated. I think there
is always a fear of invalidation going
into a critique space, which has pushed
my work work to border on agitprop
-- a self-congratulatory hyperbolic
berating of critics for some form of
recognition that perhaps only serves
to leave them with feeling like they
should pat themselves on the back for
listening to me. This dynamic coupled
with the lack of knowing audience in
the critique space has made me feel
like my work has stagnated.
This thesis defense became the first
time that I have truly felt a formal
critique has served to grow my work
in a direction that proactively and not
reactively designs for marginalized
groups. This body of work feels like
a shift from making in response to
oppressive systems and instead, in
spite of them. I did have to reorient the
critics to think about the stories of the
objects and how they could come to
understand them in a way that came
from a place of wanting to understand,
rather than invalidate or question.
…
What I wanted most was for the
defense to become a space where we
talked, where we shared stories, where
we could cry, and where we could be in
community with each other.
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LITANIES TO MY HEAVENLY
BROWN BODY
FUCK YOUR WHITENESS
FUCK YOUR BEAUTY
FUCK YOUR CHEST HAIR
FUCK YOUR BEARD
FUCK YOUR PRIVILEGE
FUCK THAT YOU AREN’T MADE TO FEEL SHAME ALWAYS
FUCK YOUR THINNESS
FUCK YOUR MUSCLES
FUCK YOUR ATTRACTIVE FATNESS
FUCK YOUR SHAMING ME FOR NOTHING
FUCK YOUR ACCUSATIONS THAT I PRODUCE SHAME
FUCK YOUR READING ME AS A CARICATURE
FUCK YOUR DESTRUCTION OF MY PERSONHOOD
FUCK YOUR MARGINALIZATION OF MY IDENTITY
FUCK YOUR JUDGING ME FOR SELF CARE
FUCK YOUR ABILITY TO BE ASSERTIVE
FUCK YOUR LACK OF SOCIALIZATION TO BE A SUBMISSIVE
FUCK YOUR ASKING ME TO PRODUCE SAFETY FOR YOU AND NOT MYSELF
FUCK THE AMOUNT OF EFFORT I EXERT TO GET LESS THAN ENOUGH
CONSIDERATION
FUCK THAT THE AMOUNT OF SPACE I TAKE UP IN THE WORLD IS CONSTANTLY
QUESTIONED
FUCK THAT PEOPLE THINK I’M A SLUT
FUCK THAT YOU CAN DEMAND ATTENTION
FUCK THAT I’M WILLING TO GIVE YOU WHAT I CAN’T HAVE
FUCK THAT YOUR VALUES AND YOUR ACTIONS NEVER MATCH UP WHEN IT
COMES TO ME
FUCK THAT I CAN’T EXPECT ANYTHING FROM ANYONE
FUCK THAT THE AMOUNT OF WORK I PUT INTO THE BEAUTY OF MY INTELLECT
AND MY TALENT IS STILL NEVER ENOUGH

BLESSED ARE THE SISSIES
BLESSED ARE THE BOI DYKES
BLESSED ARE THE PEOPLE OF COLOR MY BELOVED KITH AND KIN
BLESSED ARE THE TRANS
BLESSED ARE THE HIGH FEMMES
BLESSED ARE THE SEX WORKERS
BLESSED ARE THE AUTHENTIC
BLESSED ARE THE DIS-IDENTIFIERS
BLESSED ARE THE GENDER ILLUSIONISTS
BLESSED ARE THE NON-NORMATIVE
BLESSED ARE THE GENDERQUEERS
BLESSED ARE THE KINKSTERS
BLESSED ARE THE DISABLED
BLESSED ARE THE HOT FAT GIRLS
BLESSED ARE THE WEIRDO-QUEERS
BLESSED IS THE SPECTRUM
BLESSED IS CONSENT
BLESSED IS RESPECT
BLESSED ARE THE BELOVED WHO I DIDN’T DESCRIBE, I COULDN’T DESCRIBE,
WILL LEARN TO DESCRIBE AND RESPECT AND LOVE
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A FINAL
OFFERING, OR
INCINERATE UPON
MY DEATH
When I die, who will make offerings to
me so that I can enter the afterlife?
What would I want when that time
comes?
What material sustenance will my spirit
need?
Before you die:
1. Eliminate all desires for cultural
authenticity.
2. Recognize you could never know the
culture you long for.
3. Fuck with traditions and values,
‘American’ and ‘Asian.’
4. Build your communities and families
around these bastard hybrids.
5. Hold close these knowledges
you have lived by and want to be
reminded of when you die.
6. Make copies of them.
7. Make them into clothing.
8. Make them into the materials with
which you will enrobe yourself in the
afterlife.
9. Give instructions: “INCINERATE
UPON MY DEATH.”

