
Eric: To Vincent Chin. Um, I hope that I  
don't need to tell this story too much, right? 
Most of you know Vincent Chin, right? He was 
beaten to death in 1982 in Detroit, um, by 
two people who were worried for their jobs  
because of Japanese cars. Ah, he was an engineer 
for..Ford? I think Ford, right? I don't remember 
which car company, but, ah, but basically he, this 
was his, ah, he went out the night before his wedding, 
ah, and then he was beaten, ah, by these two, ah,  
white auto workers. Ah, and then he died four days 
later, ah, his death day is June 23rd, which is why 
I made the decision to, ah, to talk about Vincent 
Chin.  
And one of the reasons why Vincent Chin is important 
for really two major reasons. One, one is the tragedy 
but also because the Asian American movement really 
found a really important spokesperson in his mother, 
who was Lily, ah, Chin, who became really a rallying 
force for the Asian American movement in the 1980s. 
Um, and the other reason why it became such time was 
because the murderers were fined $3,000. That was their 
penalty for the murder of Vincent Chin.  
There is a lot of music about Vincent Chin. And I will 
start with Jon Jang. Um, who is one of the most important, 
ah, American jazz pioneers of the early 1980s. Um, 
obviously a keyboard player, as you can see.  
The piece that he wrote about Vincent Chin is called 
"Are You Chinese or Charlie Chan?"  
Who's Charlie Chan?  
Audience: A character.  
Eric: Is a character, right. Tell me something of the 
character. 
Audience: He's not Chinese (laughter). 
Eric: He's not Chinese (laughs). 
Right. He is a bumbling detective. Right? 
In Honolulu. Ah, supposedly Chinese but obviously 
never played by a Chinese character. So this is  
the beginning of this piece. 
(music begins with piano and strings) 
Lyrics: Are you Chinese or Charlie Chan? I told ya, 
Charlie was a white man. With his two buck teeth 
and his eyes pulled back, Vincent Chin lies dead 
from his racist attack. Are you Chinese or Charlie 
Chan? Charlie was a white man. 
(music ends) 
Eric: Right. So, the musical style is here important. 
I'll explain that as we get to the second half of this 
song, right? So the first half is really setting up 



what happened, right? What happened - white man, the 
fake Chinese is alive and well, Vincent Chin, the real 
Chinese man, is dead. This is the contrast. This is 
the rhetorical question that he asks. Are you this alive 
white guy, or are you Chinese? Ah, now, it's a  
boogie-woogie, this is a style from the 1940s, alright? 
And this is part of the issue that he's trying to deal 
with, right? We need to update our politics. Right? 
And in particular, we need to update our politics 
by forming solidarity with black people. So, the  
early part of this song, and it's 15 minutes long, 
the early part of this song is all in this old jazz 
style. Okay? To portray that Asian American, and the 
Asian American movement, as not up to date in its 
politics.  
So, and then the next verse goes to the Charlie Chan 
in the 1920s, 1930s, right? Then he goes to the 1970s. 
These are all inventions of the 1970s, I mean Charlie  
Chan is still in the middle, right? This was apparently 
a, ah, candy in the 1970s, I have never seen it, but 
I have seen it on Ebay, so (laughs, audience laughs), 
I don't think Jon Jang made it up, in other words. 
So there was a Cherry Chan candy, with the Charlie Chan 
sort of graphics. There was apparently a backlash  
against that, so it became Cherry Clan candy (murmurs) 
with even more offensive iconography (laughs). Um, 
and then of course, Kwai Chang Caine, the star of  
"Kung Fu" the series. I don't know how many of you 
know the backstory about this, about the… 
So there was, for a long time, there was a myth, 
which turned out to be true that Bruce Lee had a  
television script that he submitted, and the result 
of that script was that "no we cannot have a Chinese 
person play the main character", so they created  
"Kung Fu" with David Kennedy (Carradine). Right? 
Um, so that was a rumor for a very long time, um, 
but actually a few, about five years ago, maybe even 
more, Justin Lin called the widow of Bruce Lee and  
said, "Is this true?", and she sent him the script. 
And the result of that is "Warrior", which came 
out last year. So this series "Warrior" is originally 
based on this Bruce Lee thing, which never got 
made because it turned into "Kung Fu".  
So, the second part of the second verse of this 
song is about the fellows of the 1970s.  
(music plays) 
Lyrics: Yo, Brian, what's happening, man? 
I got this new candy called Cherry Chan, man. 
Say what? 



That stuff is fake man, are you Chinese or  
are you Charlie Chan?  
How many Asian brothers you know act and talk like 
that?  
Well, nobody man.  
The only other dude I know is Kwai Chang Caine and 
he was a white dude at that.  
(music continues) 
(705)Hey man, so what's the difference if this stuff  
is real or fake? 
Well man, just ask Vincent Chin.  
(music stops) 
Eric: So those of you who speak Cantonese, you 
got the racial slur for white people? Ah, and then 
also the other - sex, right? Obviously?  
Um, so, we get to the part where now we have the 
influence. And, in the band is Kash Killion, who 
was very much part of the Creative Music movement   
in the 1970s, ah, he was a cellist in this  
recording and Jon Jang let him loose at this point. 
(music begins with cello) (830) 
Eric: So he's there to say "the old jazz styles are 
out of date", that's not what we need anymore. We  
need something more like Creative Music, and the 
second half of this song is the solution to the 
problem that he's set up. Are you Chinese or Charlie 
Chan? What do we need to do? We need to protest. 
(music begins)  
Lyrics: It isn't fair (853) 
Eric: That's Vincent Chin's last words. 
Lyrics: Damn right it isn't fair.  
East Wind, equality for Asian people (clapping) 
Eric: East Wind was a very important Asian American 
civil rights organization.  
Lyrics: East Wind, equality for Asian people. 
East Wind, justice for Vincent Chin.  
(continues over piano and percussion) 
(music ends) 
Eric: And it goes on in this sort of hymn for 
about five minutes. Thoughts? Questions? 
Comments? 
Yeah? 
Audience: (1010) Wait, is the East Wind thing, 
is that actually from the protests? Oh! Okay. 
Eric: East Wind was an important social service 
organization but also political organization and  
they published that journal in the '80s, so if you 
see the, if you look in the archives and you see that 
journal, that's the publication of that organization 



that he's talking about there.  
Other thoughts, questions?  
Audience: Where was the East Wind? Where was it?  
Eric: I think San Francisco, but I (inaudible). I 
think San Francisco but… 
Audience: California. 
Eric: California, yeah.  
Other thoughts? Questions?  
Okay. I have one more song.  
We're running a little long so I'm going to skip 
this clip. Okay. 
Audience: Sorry, I just have a question on the last 
song, so, where was it played and how was it received? 
Eric: Yeah, um, it was played mostly in San Francisco. 
That's where the Asian American jazz movement was  
really based. And how was it received? I…the 
reality was that the Asian American jazz musicians 
never had a huge audience. They had one festival, they 
had an Asian museum before they moved. Um, it really 
sort of peaked in the late 1980s, early '90s, ah,  
and then when the museum moved, they kicked them out. 
(laughs) 
Um, so, yeah, so, I mean, it was well received by 
their audience, but it was a small audience. Right? 
So one of the things that the movement, the Asian 
American jazz movement really did deal with in the  
early '90s was where they asked the question  
consciously, we are sort of consciously creating  
this Asian American music, and Asian Americans 
don't seem to like it. And that was a huge problem 
for a lot of those musicians and a lot of, um, 
I mean they entered a period of real depression,  
a lot of them when they realized that.  
Okay. Other thoughts? Okay. 
So, the last song is by Say Bok Gwai, again, a racial 
slur for "white ghost". Um, and the song is called 
"Revenge of Vincent Chin" from 2005. It's a hardcore 
duo, sort of screamo music (laughter). And, ah, in 
many ways it's the perfect song for, you know, it's 
the perfect type of music for a song of Vincent Chin, 
right? They wrote it. 
This is how it begins. And this is 2005, right, when Jon 
Jang wrote "Are You Chinese or Charlie Chan", their 
entire audience, which is primarily an Asian American 
audience, and other activists, knew the Chin story well. 
When Say Bok Gwai wrote this song, their audience 
probably did not know this story very well. So their 
version has to be quite factual. They have to tell what 
actually happened, so a lot of this song is actually just 



narrating, this is what happened.  
(music starts)  
(music ends) 
Eric: Thoughts? (1411) 
Audience: (laughter) 
Eric: Right? Screaming the story. Screaming the  
narrative. It gets even more angry.  
Audience: (laughs) 
(music begins) 
Eric: (over music) So there's acceptance, after a  
while. This is, in the course of four minutes we  
reach a sort of acceptance. And then, the  
solution.  
(music stops) 
Eric: Okay? And it goes on like that for a while. 
(laughter). This is, so in Cantonese, it's found 
revenge, right? For this murder, right?  
Okay. So I think that's all the material that I  
have for you. Do you have thoughts on this song? 
Yeah? 
Audience: I just feel like this is such a really 
powerful moment to think about the power of form, 
um, actually Russ and I were talking about this a  
bit when we saw, um, excerpts from "American  
Soldier" the David Henry Hwang opera, um and it 
just felt like the power of how you can express 
yourself really makes such a big difference in 
how it is also received and felt, to, in this 
case, really visceral… 
Eric; Yeah, absolutely. 
Audience: Um, so yeah, just cool to see that 
variety as well. Um, the power of stories through 
that form. 
Eric: Yeah, this song better heard at loud volume. 
I didn't want to break the speakers here (laughter). 
Audience: It was pretty loud.  
Eric: (laughing) It feels much better really loud.  
Other thoughts? Yeah? 
Audience: So, I think it's a little bit what you 
said earlier of, ah, the Asian American community 
didn't, or the Asians from a jazz perspective, maybe 
ah, didn't really receive it because they don't 
have a large audience. And I think when it comes 
to the power of music from a, an advocacy 
perspective, the audience really needs to  
empathize with either the music form, story  
behind it, ah, which I think we can see, and 
I'm not well versed, in a lot of hip hop, or 
rap, or that music where it really just feels 



like part of their culture. So, in your work, 
have you encountered that there is an Asian 
American music form? That we, as a broader 
community, actually empathize with? Resonate with? 
Eric: The short answer is no.  
Audience: Right. 
Eric: Um, there's certainly Asian American hip hop 
artists, who, who, who do this type of work. Um, 
I can name you all of them, but I don't think 
you have heard of most of them. I mean, yeah,  
I mean, this is a problem, right? We're in a  
situation where…Asian American film festivals 
were founded about 40 years ago. Right? 
And really, it took about 38 years to get to 
mainstream representation. Right? We're right 
now at the start of the time where there are  
now mainstream Asian movies. Sort of, right? 
At least a few. Um, yeah. It took that long. 
Music is nowhere near there. Right? 
Audience: Why do you think that is? 
Eric: I mean, there are a lot of reasons. Um, 
one of the primary issues, I think it terms of, 
I mean, in terms of storytelling, I think  
film and television is an easier medium. 
Um, but also I think music in the US is largely 
defined by the genre, the genre is really  
defined by race. Right? You have a white singer 
and black singer who sounds exactly the same, 
one is a pop singer, the other is an R&B singer. 
Right? Because that's how we define genre 
in the US. Um, other than maybe K-Pop, Asians 
have no genre. Right? We could make a decision 
as a community, you know, we can try to form 
something that could be, we could give a name 
to something that then we could say that 
what we do is "that". I am not sure if  
that's the way to go. Um, but I think that's 
a possibility, but I think that is a barrier 
because genre is so much defined by race in 
the US. So. 
Yeah, you've got your hand up. 
Audience: You just answered it. 
Eric: Okay.  
Other questions? Thoughts? 
Audience: Sorry, I have a question. 
Eric: Yeah? Sorry.  
Audience: Uh, what is it that you specifically 
define as, like, Asian American music? Is it 
music made by Asian artists, is it created by 



Asian American artists? Um, does, like, the  
subject of the music itself have to pertain 
to Asian American issues? That may be a hard 
question to answer, I'm just wondering… 
Eric: I can answer for the Research Center and 
for my own research. I, we punt on that question 
in that we define Asian American music as 
any music created by an Asian American.  
Audience: But specifically Asian American, like 
excluding Asian artists as well?  
Eric: I mean that, the line is hard to fine, right? 
How long does someone need to be in the US to 
be an Asian American? Um, I don't…I feel no  
need to try to define it. I think if the artists 
think of themselves that way, I think that's an 
important consideration. Um, but I would say, 
you know, if someone has been here for, you know, 
if someone is here only on a concert tour, I  
don't think that counts, right? But if someone 
moves here, and lives here for a couple years, 
I think that's okay, right? Because their life 
does change, after you…it doesn't take that long 
for someone's life to change, and worldview to 
change after you move somewhere. So I don't  
think it needs to be a long time, um, for 
someone to be an Asian American.  
Yeah, Ed? 
Audience: To add another wrinkle of complexity 
to what you were asking, I find, I, I think 
it's also hard to define. It's like, for 
example, thinking about, for example, 
musical theater, which traditionally is considered 
an American form of music. But it's also very 
popular in other countries, so, it's like if 
someone is participating in like, ah, you know, 
Korean language production of "Les Mis" but  
in Korea, and let's say they come to the US 
and are not an American citizen but they 
are starting to dabble in the theater community 
here, is that Asian American music? So, yeah, but 
I know that's not really answering the question,  
but, yeah, but, ah, I guess…it's hard to define. 
It's hard to say, like, does someone have to 
be an Asian American…what does that even mean to 
be Asian American? (inaudible) 
Eric: Yeah, I think I also punt on the question 
largely I think because, let's say our Research 
Center has a very clear definition. Well, that's 
about as far as it goes. Because nobody else 



would believe my definition, right? (laughs) 
So I don't feel the need to define it because  
I don't think, even if I defined it no one 
else is going to buy into it.  
That's not something I can control, someone 
saying, "well because I say it's Asian American 
music, it must be!" right? That's not going to 
happen. Um, so I think for that reason also 
I don't feel the need to define it.  
Audience: I have a question? 
Eric: Yeah? 
Audience: Um, I wanted to hear your thoughts 
about how the successive, I think of experience, 
of Asians coming to America…waves of Asians who  
come in, you were talking about how…what becomes 
an Asian American and how the waves come in and  
becoming an Asian American and how it's sort 
of hindered or helped define the Asian American 
music, or identity in musical form. Because of the 
successive renewing of Asian immigration in  
different waves throughout.  
Eric: Yeah, um, so I think one…one clear divide 
is between, okay, let me think, I think there are… 
two very clear divides. One is between older  
immigrants and post '65, and then between '65 
and the coming of refugees in the late '70s. 
The politics of these people are very different. 
And that's why there isn't a unified Asian 
American movement. It's very difficult these  
days because these three groups don't have 
the same ideas about what should be done. 
Um, I think that has hindered, um, even basic 
things like how textbooks should be written, 
and what types of things, what types of Asian… 
I don't want to say achievements because some 
of them are not achievements, I mean internment 
is not an achievement, right? Um, right, so what 
issues are in textbooks and not? I think the 
divides within the Asian American community really 
has hindered our ability to change things.  
Um, you know, if one group says, you know, "we 
need this in", and another group says "well but 
wait!" (laughs) Um, I think that's a problem. 
So I don't know how to smooth that. 
Um, all I can say is, you know, I, I think 
the only way to get political work done is 
solidarity. Um, but that's really hard. 
I recognize it's really hard.  
I don't know if that answers your question, 



but…yeah. Okay? 
Audience: I'm going to something else. On   
popularity, the success of the movie "Crazy 
Rich Asians", to me, it had fantastic music 
in it. And I was wondering do you think the  
music in that movie contributed to its 
success? They use a combination of Western 
music and some Asian music…I thought it did, 
but what do you think? 
Eric: No, I think I, I'm trying to, I'm running 
through the movie, sorry (laughter). It's taking 
a little while.  
Audience: They have the Western but then they 
have some, like, fusion that took some of the 
Western songs and Asian-ized it so it… 
Eric: Yeah, no, I think it's really well 
thought out. Um, on musicology Twitter, I  
note also there's some unhappiness (laughter). 
Ah, Asian American studies/musicology Twitter, 
I think there are some who, um, who were less 
happy with it. But I think, you know, I think  
it's…I think 1. It's impossible to make 
everyone happy when you deal with authenticity 
and fusion. It's…um, but I think it's really well, 
I think it's…it was clearly discussed at 
length, right? It's not, it's not a movie that 
you made and then you send it to the composer 
three weeks later, something comes back. It,  
I mean, from the way that the music worked, 
it was very clear that the discussion of what 
music should be where was from the beginning. 
So I thought that was really important. 
Audience: Yeah, I thought it was sort of  
creating a cross-over music that… 
Eric: No, I think that that's absolutely true, 
and personalized, right? Specific to the situations, 
it's not sort of just borrowing from existing  
fusion. 
Ted: So I want to thank you so much for being 
here, I learned so much! I never thought about 
it. 
(applause) 
Audience: Playlists? 
Eric: So, yes. This is my co-founder Mandy, thank you. 
(laughter, applause) 
Eric: And, ah, yeah, so she founded the Institute 
with me. Um, and, yeah, so we have quarterly 
playlists, ah, all four of the, well not the 
Jon Jang, because it's not on Spotify, we have 



Spotify playlists every three months. Um, and on 
our website, um, we have a description of the list  
in greater depth, ah, I'm a little bit behind in 
writing some of those, but they will be up.  
Um, but on the, um, on the website there will also  
be songs that are not on Spotify.  
So, ah, yeah, so, on the handout, um, there is  
a Spotify playlist, but if you look up our website 
asianamericanmusic.org, you can also find it and  
it links with Spotify.  
Ted: So again, thank you very much and for all of you 
guys for coming down here. It's been tremendously  
interesting (laughter).  
Ted discusses upcoming events and closes the talk.  


