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I.  Introduction to the Teacher's Guide 
     Becoming Ourselves: How Immigrant Women Transformed Their World is a film directed by Gary 

Delgado. It explores how the Community Transformational Organizing Strategy (CTOS) of Asian 

Immigrant Women Advocates enables low wage, limited-English speaking immigrant women workers to 

redefine the meaning of leadership and to deepen society’s capacity for democracy. AIWA has been an 

inspiration to hundreds of low-wage immigrant garment, electronics, restaurant, nail care and home 

care workers in the Bay Area. The organization’s CTOS method has been an influential model for many 

activist organizations.  The film features testimony from rank and file workers active in AIWA and from 

present and former staff members speaking about the organization’s history of education, organization 

and mobilization.   

  This guide is designed to help teachers incorporate Becoming Ourselves into college courses in ethnic 

studies, women’s studies, sociology and politics. It is designed to promote interactive student-centered 

engagement with the film so that it becomes a learning tool and not merely a spectacle. The activities, 

exercises, supplementary readings and assignments are designed to help students see things for 

themselves, and to engage with the film in a way that enables them to:  

1) recognize and assess AIWA’s unconventional understanding of the nature of leadership and the 

identities of leaders 

2) compare and contrast the practices of CTOS training with other organizing models used by other 

groups in the past and present  

3) understand the causes and consequences of AIWA’s intersectional approach to sexism, racism, 

language oppression and class domination 

4) comprehend the importance of the Youth Build Immigrant Power program in addressing issues 

of gender and generation in working class immigrant families 

5) assess the efforts of AIWA to balance mobilizations like the Jessica McClintock Boycott and the 

Ergonomic Improvement campaign with developing the long term capacity for leadership among 

limited-English speaking, low wage immigrant women workers. 

6) explore whether the CTOS model’s efforts to create commonality among women differently 

situated by language, national origin, job, generation and family status could be replicated by 

other groups in addressing the tensions between the solidarities of sameness and the dynamics 

of difference. 
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II. Preparing to Teach Becoming Ourselves: How Immigrant 

Women Transformed Their World 

    This film features the ideas, experiences and opinions of Asian immigrant women and their 

allies. It argues that building the long term capacity for leadership in low wage, limited English 

speaking, immigrant women workers can deepen society’s collective capacity for democracy by 

developing new leaders and new definitions of leadership. Making full use of the film as a 

teaching tool requires a pedagogy that anticipates and precludes unproductive responses, that 

guides the students through lessons and exercises that promote active and engaged viewing, 

listening and responding. Students who are accustomed to viewing films as entertainment may 

not be immediately ready to see that films contain evidence and arguments, that they are 

stories crafted by particular people at particular times and places. Students viewing films in 

classrooms can gravitate toward equally unproductive poles of valuing them too much by 

accepting their ideas and arguments uncritically simply because they are entertaining, or 

valuing films too little by not engaging with them, not speaking back to them, raising questions 

about them, or doing additional research to investigate their premises, evidence and 

arguments. This guide presents a series of exercises designed to turn entertainment into 

evidence, to use the text of a film to promote questions about its social and historical context. 

       Most students are accustomed to “expert” commentary on television and on film coming 

from people who do not look or sound like the featured speakers in this film:  AIWA Executive 

Director Young Shin, rank and file members Hai Yan Wu and Chi Mei Yeung, youth advocate 

Mandy Tsang, and former staff member Stacy Kono. The conventions of media representation 

and the students’ own parochialisms and prejudices may make them insufficiently prepared to 

evaluate the testimonies around which this film coheres. 

     The class background of many students and the class nature of the university as an 

institution can also inhibit the ability and inclination of students to learn lessons from working 

people. Moreover, the largely monolingual nature of K-12 education and the media in the U.S. 

can render some students hostile to what they hear as accented English or to testimony in 

Chinese delivered to them with subtitles. Both hostile and seemingly benign stereotypes about 

race, nation and gender may cloud their responses to this film.  Yet at the same time, some 

students will have personal and direct experiences with low wage limited-English speaking 

immigrant women workers that will make them especially sensitive to the insensitivities of their 

peers. 

  How can teachers make the most of the educational opportunities this film offers? Every 

classroom has its own demographics and dynamics, and different disciplines demand different 
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emphases and modes of inquiry. As Susan Ohanian notes in the title of her book about 

education reform, “one size fits few.” This guide does not assume that there should only be one 

kind of teacher, one kind of student, one pedagogy or one curriculum. It does assume, 

however, that teachers need to convey how we know as well as what we know: that delivering 

information to students requires us to augment their skills in critical thinking and creative 

problem solving. Students learn best what they see for themselves from challenging and 

complex lessons in inquiry and analysis. Students need to be given tools to do more than simply 

react to a film and opine about it. They need to learn to identify and analyze ideas, evidence 

and arguments. They need to juxtapose evidence from different sources and make judgments 

through comparisons and contrasts. They need to see books and articles and films as lively tools 

rather than as inert objects that can only be described. 

   Teachers are sometimes fearful that student participation will develop too slowly; they 

sometimes fear silences and try to promote rapid conversation. But silences can be valuable 

parts of learning; speaking too soon can inhibit student learning as much as speaking too 

slowly. It is sometimes helpful to repeat key concepts, to ask students to rephrase what others 

in the class have said, to devote some class time to contemplation and concentration. One way 

to do this is to ask students to formulate a generative question that the student would like to 

ask someone in the film. In this way, students understand that inquiry entails creating better 

questions, not just getting immediate answers. 

 On the following page are some exercises designed to promote interactive learning. 
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Exercises on using “Becoming Ourselves” as Classroom Pedagogy 

 Charting the film. Students use a worksheet to create a story board of the film. Each 

scene has a visual look, a discursive content, and a strategic purpose in the film. 

Charting these three elements scene by scene helps students see the many decisions 

that went into making the film, to discern the order of the evidence it presents and the 

contours of its main arguments. 

 Thinking along with the film. After each scene, the instructor stops the film and asks why 

the previous scene was presented as it was, what purpose it serves, and what direction 

do the students think the film is headed. 

 Questioning the film. Teachers break the class into groups and assign each group a 

question such as 1) What is the purpose of AIWA? 2) What is the philosophy of AIWA? 3) 

What are the strengths of AIWA’s organizing? 4) What are the weaknesses of AIWA’s 

organizing? Is AIWA being realistic in thinking that the leadership of low wage, limited 

English speaking immigrant women workers can lead to important changes in society? 

 Relating the film to research. Students can usually identify the content and concerns of 

a film, but they often have difficulty connecting content and concerns to research 

conversations and research questions. After reading selections about AIWA and other 

social movement organizations, in this exercise, students write paragraphs that 

synthesize their knowledge about intersectionality, decolonizing knowledge, social 

movement theory and Asian American identity by answering how does knowledge 

about AIWA contribute to feminism? How does knowledge about AIWA contribute to 

sociology and politics? How does knowledge about AIWA contribute to Asian American 

Studies and Ethnic Studies? How are the practices of AIWA emblematic of decolonizing 

the imagination? 
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III. Analyzing the Community Transformational Organizing 

Strategy  

 

 A.  Intersectionality as a Social Movement Strategy 
     Asian Immigrant Women Advocates (AIWA) is a community based organization in Oakland, 

California that has worked since 1983 to build the long term capacity for leadership among low 

wage and limited English speaking women. As estimated 8,000 women have participated in 

AIWA’s seven stage training program --the Community Transformational Organizing Strategy 

(CTOS). AIWA members have been mostly Chinese, Korean, and Vietnamese immigrant 

women who work at low wage manufacturing and service jobs in garment shops, electronics 

assembly lines, hotels, restaurants, and private homes.  

     AIWA’s work among low wage and limited-English speaking women workers relies on 

intersectional organizing, an approach which rejects the subordination of one oppression to 

another and recognizes the ways in which the dynamics of power and inequality are inscribed 

and reproduced on multiple scales, from the body and the household to the workplace and the 

broader life of the community. The theory of intersectionality that emerged from Kimberle 

Crenshaw’s brilliant and generative analysis of the DeGraffenreid vs. General Motors case in her 

landmark article “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique 

of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” focused on Black 

women, but it spoke powerfully to the lived experiences of many different aggrieved 

populations. (Crenshaw, 1989)  A 2010 conference sponsored by the Critical Race Studies 

section of the UCLA Law School and a subsequent special issue of Signs based on it, explored 

the rich life of intersectionality in scholarship across the disciplines. Yet presentations at that 

conference also revealed how grassroots groups, and particularly AIWA, use intersectionality to 

understand and contest interlocking dimensions of power and social identities. 

      The CTOS strategy develops women’s capacity to lead their own lives more powerfully and 

to work collectively to lead society to social justice.  It is designed to enable participants to 

recognize, analyze, and address the overlapping layers of marginality and discrimination in their 

lives and to use them as a basis for individual and collective transformation. 

 AIWA recognizes that people belittled for their accents and their not yet fully developed 

skills in the English language are also multilingual critics capable of identifying and 

opposing language oppression in workplaces, schools, and public spaces and documents.  

 Women workers who suffer from headaches, muscle aches, nausea, and skin rashes are 

not merely victims of unsafe working conditions, but also de facto experts on workplace 

health and safety who are capable of instigating substantive social change. 
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   AIWA has also been attentive to the intersections that complicate women’s status as 

workers with their socially defined roles as mothers, daughters, and sisters. Leadership 

training, workplace literacy classes, and instruction in computer use all compel women to 

insist on taking time for themselves and meeting their own needs. That insistence 

frequently leads to renegotiation of family roles and responsibilities, changing not only 

the lives of these working women, but of their spouses, children, parents, and siblings as 

well. The social world created within AIWA also offers women opportunities for 

purposeful and caring relations with other women who are not blood relations, building a 

new sense of personhood and possibility among women accustomed to pressures to 

define themselves exclusively in relation to family roles and identities. 

  As participants proceed through successive steps in the CTOS system, they discover that 

differences in skills, abilities, experiences, and capacities can be sources of mutual 

learning and organizational innovation rather than impediments to efficiency and success.  
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Study Questions on Intersectionality as a Social Movement Strategy 

 

1. How does uniting women who speak different languages and come from different 

national histories under the name “Asian Immigrant Women” help reveal the historical 

and social forces that shape their lives?    

2. How does limited facility in English show immigrant women how language functions as 

a social force? 

3. How do job related injuries and health hazards show immigrant women how class 

domination works?  

4. How does participation in a women’s organization show immigrant women how 

gendered hierarchies function in the rest of their lives? 

5. How do workplace literacy classes, English language training classes, and computer 

literacy classes enable women to recognize and combat both class-based and gender-

based problems that they confront? 

6. How does working with other immigrant women in collective movements for social 

change enable women to develop new understandings of imperialism, racism, sexism, 

language oppression and class domination? 
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 B.  Transformational Leadership Framework 

 

After students have seen the film, this lesson presents them with more information 

about AIWA’s Community Transformational Organizing Strategy (CTOS), 

including a Power Point and Organizational Chart 

 The CTOS process entails seven steps: 

1. Level 1: knowledge of AIWA programs. 

2. Level 2: participation in AIWA programs 

3. Level 3: self-education 

4. Level 4: leadership training 

5. Level 5: active involvement in AIWA activities 

6. Level 6: leadership in AIWA 

7. Level7: involvement in community activities and other social justice work 

Levels one through three are designed to challenge everyday isolation, devaluation and 

disenfranchisement. For many workers, moving to the United States means either sewing or 

washing dishes. One described the existence required by these jobs as like “living life in a cup” 

where “you eat, sleep, go to work, finish work, come home, it’s that simple.” AIWA provides 

ways of living a life outside the cup. “If I never came to AIWA,” this worker relates, “I would 

still be stuck in a cup. Now I’ve stepped outside of the cup to the outside world.”  For women at 

these levels, limited English facility is a source of devaluation and frustration. AIWA’s English 

language classes provide a first step for women to change gender roles and family relationships. 

Attending AIWA classes means that women no longer rush home to prepare dinner for children 

and husbands before class, leading to a new sharing of family roles and responsibilities. 

Levels four and five entail embracing activism and participating in movements for social 

change. This requires women to overcome family disapproval of public political involvement 

and to transcend negative previous experiences with oppressive state power. Political education, 

however, expands the present by drawing on past community memories and providing concrete 

historical examples of collective change-making. Participating in successful collective actions 

and campaigns produces positive feelings including greater confidence and self-esteem. It 

reframes women’s relationships to power and authority. 

Levels six through seven revolve around women’s recognition of value in themselves and 

others as a basis for reconceiving who is a leader and what leadership is. Having seen other 

immigrant women at each level serving as leaders in action as peer teachers, facilitators, public 

speakers and community organizers, leadership no longer seems to be something that other kinds 

of people do. The chart makes the process transparent, accessible and integrated.  
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Leadership Study Questions 

 

1. How does AIWA’s definition of leadership differ from the way leadership is usually 

viewed in this society? 

2. What does Stacy Kono mean in the film when she says “leadership development is about 

being able to lead our lives powerfully”? 

3. Why does the CTOS model entail collective decision-making, accountability and 

engagement among politically and economically disadvantaged people? How might this 

be inefficient? How might it be efficient? 

4. Why does the CTOS model promote leadership skills for determining the welfare and 

future of one’s community and social group and working toward institutional and policy 

changes for the advancement of a just and inclusive society rather than promoting 

leadership as a means of individual upward mobility? What are the potential strengths of 

this practice? What are the potential weaknesses of this practice? 

5. Why does AIWA believe that grassroots leadership in disenfranchised communities is the 

most powerful and effective way to successfully meet the challenges posed by racism, 

sexism, migration, classism, generational differences and language inequalities and to 

bring about positive social change? What are the strengths and weaknesses of this 

formulation compared to top-down leadership in organizations headed by prominent and 

charismatic individuals? 

6. How can disenfranchised people such as low income limited English speaking Asian 

immigrant women effectively voice, participate in and advocate for social change? 
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 Transformation Study Questions 

 

1. AIWA believes that leadership skills are learned rather than inherent. Do you agree or 

disagree? Why? 

2. AIWA promotes peer and self-education rather than solely relying on education by 

credentialed experts. What are the strengths and weaknesses of this choice?    

3. As AIWA members pass through the seven leadership levels, which step up do you think 

would be the most difficult? Which would be the most rewarding? 

Level 1: knowledge of AIWA programs. 

Level 2: participation in AIWA programs 

Level 3: self-education 

Level 4: leadership training 

Level 5: active involvement in AIWA activities 

Level 6: leadership in AIWA 

Level7: involvement in community activities and other social justice work 

 

4. How might grassroots community organizing at the local level transform relations of 

power and inequality in the workplace, family, community and broader society? 

 Self Study Questions 

 

A preliminary study conducted for AIWA by Professor Jennifer Jihye Chun of the 

University of Toronto found the first 4 findings below.  Following the preliminary 

finding, Professor Chun conducted further research which encompassed 181 surveys, 30 

focus groups, and 15 in-depth interviews.  

a. Women leaders who reach levels 6 and 7 secure better work environments and 

better pay 

b. Women develop leadership knowledge and skills to engage in collective advocacy 

and civic engagement regardless of their formal education and English literacy 

levels. 

c. The organizational chart that illustrates the steps is helpful because it lets women 

know where they stand in the training and where they are headed. 

d. Women appreciate becoming actors and not just reactors, participants rather than 

mere spectators. 

 

1. Why does movement to steps 6 and 7 help women secure better work environments 

and pay? 
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2. How and why does CTOS training render levels of formal education and English 

literacy irrelevant to the development of women with leadership knowledge and the 

ability to engage in collective advocacy and civic engagement? 

Campaign Study Questions 

       

Developing leadership skills enabled AIWA members to wage the campaigns depicted in 

Becoming Ourselves including: 

1. The successful “I Have Something to Say” campaign by Youth Build Immigrant Power 

for Cantonese speaking school personnel 

2. The Garment Workers Justice Campaign holding Jessica McClintock, Inc. accountable 

for unpaid back wages 

3. The Ergonomic Improvement Campaign to improve working conditions and establish a 

“chair library” in Oakland.  

Campaigns are relational and processual; they emerge from previous work and set the stage 

for new initiatives. For example, the Ergonomic Improvement Project was organized by 

women who were active in AIWA’s Peer Health Promoter Network which diagnosed work 

and safety hazards in the workplace that ranged from warning signs written only in English 

to poorly designed work stations. The EIP challenged expert knowledge, enlisted counter-

experts as allies, and reinforced the dignity of workers by drawing on their knowledge and 

compelling managers to listen to them 

1. How does CTOS training prepare women for campaigns? How do campaigns reinforce 

lessons learned in CTOS training? 

 

2. Would CTOS training continue and succeed if there were no campaigns? Would the 

campaigns succeed if there were no CTOS training classes? 
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IV. Analyzing AIWA in Different Fields:  
 

 A.  AIWA and Social Movement Theory 
      The Community Transformational Organizing Strategy developed by AIWA emerged from 

the historically and socially specific circumstances facing low wage, limited English speaking, 

Asian immigrant women workers in Oakland and San Jose, California at the turn of the twenty-

first century. Yet as a combination of internal education, social movement mobilization, and 

leadership development, CTOS displays affinities with strategies deployed by other social 

movements such as the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in the southern U.S. during 

the 1960s, and the contemporary transnational activities of the Okinawa Women Act Against 

Military Violence, the hemispheric alliance against feminicide in the Americas, and the 

organizing by Sister Song in the U.S. for reproductive justice.1AIWA takes a relational approach 

to organizing whereby campaigns about individual issues are not ends in themselves but rather 

part of a broader process of fostering relationships that build political capacity over time.   

       Relating Becoming Ourselves to literature about the broad universe of social movement 

mobilizations will enable students to see how and why different organizations develop particular 

strategies and tactics to advance their goals.  

General Properties of Social Movements 

1. Social movements identify a problem from a particular perspective. 

2. They use actions to generate new ideas and new identities. 

3. They seek to create transformative experiences. 

4. They create forms of organization that enact the goals that the group envisions, that lead 

to new roles, relationships, understandings and aspirations. 

5. They contend with contradictions among their constituents and contest the contradictions 

of their opponents. 

6. They draw on the organic solidarity promoted by perceptions of sameness, but also forge 

connecting ideologies to attract outside allies, to encourage bystanders to become 

upstanders.2 

7. By giving themselves a name, they frame problems as projects and turn complaints into 

causes. 

8. They seek to “uncrown power” by defying authority and investing authority into 

previously undervalued people and perceptions. 

9. They draw on the archives, imaginaries and epistemologies of previous struggles and 

become repositories of collective memory, holding in abeyance knowledge developed in 

the past. 

10. They learn from struggle, shift course and often expand their goals on the basis of lessons 

learned from contestation. 
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Particular Properties of AIWA 

1. CTOS training connects proximate local grievances to broader spatial and temporal 

structures and practices. 

2.  It provides opportunities and incentives for grass roots participation, for forging new 

frames of identity and identification among individuals who might otherwise be thought 

unlikely to embrace the risks of social contestation. 

3.  The success of CTOS in turning students into teachers and transforming leaders into 

organizers and instructors of new recruits inhibits the development of an entrenched 

insider bureaucracy and discourages the formation of cults of personality focused on 

charismatic leaders. It disperses rewards and responsibilities widely within the 

organization, enacting and instantiating in everyday life the egalitarian practices that the 

group’s ideology envisions. 

4.  Rank and file AIWA members take leadership roles in all stages of the organizing 

process from outreach and recruitment to campaign planning and organizational 

development.   

5. Among the many generalizable implications of AIWA’s work is the utility of situating 

community organizing at many different sites, not simply in the neighborhood or the 

workplace. The patterns of flexible accumulation that promote subcontracting now make 

it difficult for low wage workers to organize on a shop by shop basis. Shortages of 

affordable housing, irregular work, and the transnational nature of migration, capital 

accumulation, and remittances make it difficult to organize solely by neighborhood. 

AIWA speaks to – and helps create – an identity that serves as a locus for many different 

kinds of mobilizations. 

6. English Language and Workplace Literacy Classes, Computer Training, the “Right to 

Know” curriculum, the Peer Health Promotion and Environmental Justice projects, the 

Community Equity campaign, and moving through the seven levels of CTOS with other 

women changes the meaning of gender by creating a public political space run by 

women, eclipsing their previous immersion in roles largely as mothers, wives, sisters, and 

daughters. It helps change relations between genders and generations. 
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Tensions within AIWA 

 

1. How to provide useful services without becoming merely a service provider and creating 

a patron-client dynamic that does not build rank and file capacity to solve their own 

problems. 

2. How to work with others to stage successful campaigns like the Jessica McClintock 

Boycott and the Ergonomic Improvement Project without sacrificing the development of 

the rank and file and avoiding having the women become objects of rescue by outsiders. 

3. How to maintain organizational and political continuity in the face of the changing 

contours of low wage labor, especially declines in electronics assembly and garment 

work and increases in home care and personal services. 

4. How to build on solidarities of sameness while drawing on the dynamics of difference 

with a constituency that includes speakers of different languages with different national 

and cultural histories and identities. 
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Assignment: “Becoming Ourselves” as a Reading Supplement on Social Movements 

After watching Becoming Ourselves, read one of the following pieces about Asian Immigrant 

Women Advocates.  Write an essay explaining how the article differs from the film and how 

the film might be thought of differently after reading the article. 

 

 Jennifer Jihye Chun, George Lipsitz, and Young Shin. 2010. “Immigrant Women Workers 

at the Center of Social Change: AIWA Takes Stock of Itself.” Kalfou Inaugural Issue: 127-

32. 

 Jennifer Jihye Chun, George Lipsitz, and Young Shin. 2013. “Intersectionality as a Social 

Movement Strategy: Asian Immigrant Women Advocates.” Signs v.38 n.4 (Summer). 

917-940 

 Jennifer Jihye Chun, George Lipsitz and Young Shin. 2014. “Immigrant Women Workers 

at the Center of Social Change in Nilda Flores-Gonzalez, Anna Domine Guevara, Maura 

Roro-Morn and Grace Chang  eds., Immigrant Women Workers in the Neo-Liberal Age. 

Urbana and London: University of Illinois Press, 207-231 

 Gary Delgado, “How the Empress Gets Her Clothes: Asian Immigrant Women Fight 

Fashion Designer Jessica McClintock.” In John Anner, ed.,  Beyond Identity Politics: 

Emerging Social Justice Movements in Communities of Color(Boston: South End, 1996), 

81-96 

  Miriam Ching Yoon Louie, “Holding Up Half the Sky: Chinese immigrant Women 

workers,” in Sweatshop Warriors: Immigrant Women Workers Take on the Global 

Factory (Boston: South End, 2001)19-62 

 Julie Sze, “Expanding Environmental Justice: Asian American Feminists’ Contribution,” in 

Sonia Shah ed., Dragon Ladies” Asian American Feminists Breathe Fire (South End: 

Boston, 1997), 90-99 
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 B.  AIWA and Feminist Studies 
   Organizing by AIWA represents a tangible manifestation of the arguments advanced by 

Women of Color feminists such as Kimberle Crenshaw and Chela Sandoval to base struggles for 

social justice on analyses and actions that connect feminism to anti-racism.3 Crenshaw’s concept 

of “intersectionality” and Sandoval’s formulation of “differential consciousness” recognize that 

while aggrieved groups understandably mobilize around what Sandoval calls the “consensual 

illusion” of a common identity (made necessary by the ways in which negative ascription and 

subordination give them a shared and linked fate), group unity can easily degenerate into a 

compulsory uniformity that encourages some members of the group to make gains at the expense 

of others. For AIWA members, the universal woman of feminism is an inadequate formulation 

for expressing their experiences as raced, classed, and linguistically defined subjects. Nor can 

they inhabit the identity of the universal worker of class struggle theory because that would 

understate the sexual racism they face. Nationalist identities as Chinese, Korean or Vietnamese 

do too little to acknowledge their collective class and linguistic subordination, and even the pan-

ethnic designation of Asian American eclipses the gendered contours of their lives. Mobilizing 

under the banner of AIWA enables women to acknowledge all of the constituent parts of their 

identities without giving metaphysical priority to any single one of them. At particular moments, 

strategic and tactical necessity may compel them to speak primarily as workers, as women, or as 

immigrants, but the intersectional approach reminds them that these stances are provisional and 

contingent, that multiply differentiated structures of power cannot not be countered or even 

comprehended through a single issue approach. AIWA does not separate race, gender, and class 

and language oppression into discrete mutually incommensurable spheres. It does not organize 

around single issues or identities. Instead it seeks to create new polities and new politics by 

recognizing, analyzing and addressing the overlapping layers of marginality and discrimination 

in people’s lives. AIWA members learn that gender, immigration status and poverty function to 

leave them exploited as workers. They come to appreciate how gender hierarchies at home and at 

work hinder the development of women as leaders. They develop an understanding that the 

practices of language domination that exclude them from entry-level clerical jobs are proximate 

manifestations of a long history of imperial conquest and suppression. 

   AIWA’s CTOS classes and its campaigns enable low wage limited English speaking 

immigrant women workers to confront and contest the interlocking arenas of gender, family 

work and nation responsible for their exploitation and subordination. The paradoxical 

combination of economic marginality and domestic centrality that these women experience can 

leave them socially isolated within monotonous daily routines. AIWA offers opportunities to 

step away from these routines, to develop purposeful and caring relations with other women who 

are not blood relations. Participation in CTOS training often requires women to renegotiate the 

social charter inside immigrant families, to forge new and more egalitarian relations with spouses 

and children. The Youth Build Immigrant Power (YBIP) initiative recruits teenagers to struggle 

along with and on behalf of their mothers, to develop an expanded sense of their own agency and 

power by learning from and working within an organization they discover because of their 
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mothers, aunts and cousins. Workplace and Computer Literacy courses help women workers 

develop skills that their children respect, a process that combats the possibility that immigrant 

children can be ashamed of their parents’ seeming disconnection from the prestige hierarchies of 

U.S. culture. Through AIWA activities, women forge a composite identity that enables them to 

recognize and challenge power in multiple sites and on multiple scales, from the body and the 

household to the workplace and the community.4 
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Assignment: “Becoming Ourselves” as a Reading Supplement on Feminist Studies 

 

After watching Becoming Ourselves, read one of the following pieces about feminist 

organizing. Write an essay explaining how the ideas and examples in the piece help 

place the work of AIWA as depicted in the film in a feminist context. 

 

 Kathleen Coll, “Conviviendo con Mujeres Unidas y Activas:  Passing Time with the MUA,” 

in Remaking Citizenship: Latina Immigrants and New American Politics (Stanford: 

Stanford University Press, 2010),  

 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist 

Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics.” 

University of Chicago Legal Forum n.140, 139-67. 

 Yoko Fukumura and Martha Matsuoka, “Redefining Security: Okinawa Women’s 

Resistance to U.S. Militarism,” in Nancy Naples and Manisha Desai, eds., Women’s 

Activism and Globalization: Liking Local Struggles and Transnational Politics (New 

York and London: Routledge, 2002), 239-262. 

 Glenn Omatsu, “The ‘Four Prisons’ and Movements of Liberation: Asian American 

Activism from the 1960s to the 1990s,” in Don Nakanishi and James S. Lai, eds., Asian 

American Politics: Law, Participation and Policy (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield, 2003), 135-161 

 Francesca Polletta, Freedom Is an Endless Meeting: Democracy in American Social 

Movements (Chicago: University of Chicago Press 2002), 55-119 

 Sister Song, “Reproductive Justice Training Program Overview,” 

http://www.sistersong.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=43&Itemid=50   

December 26, 2014 

 Julie Sze, “The Promise and the Peril, or Can Community-Based Environmental Justice 

Initiatives Reintegrate Planning and Public Health in an Urban Environment?” in Noxious 

New York (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007)  177-205 

 

http://www.sistersong.net/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=43&Itemid=50
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 C.  AIWA and Asian American Studies/Ethnic Studies 
Becoming Ourselves can help students in Asian American Studies reconnect the panethnic of 

“Asian America” to its community roots, to deepen their appreciation of its unique optic on 

identity, empire and power, and to recognize its continuing role as a generative site for 

envisioning and enacting seemingly unlikely coalitions emanating from the needs and desires of 

new social groups produced by constantly changing conditions. Asian American Studies students 

and teachers have long done important work and derived crucial insights and analyses from work 

inside community coalitions like the Committee Against Anti-Asian Violence in New York, 

Khmer Girls in Action in Long Beach, the Asian Pacific Environmental Network’s Laotian 

Organizing Project in Richmond, and AIWA in Oakland and San Jose. Analyzing Becoming 

Ourselves can offer a new opportunity to assess the history and trajectory of the field. 

 

The multilingual composition of low wage immigrant women workers is a product of empire. 

Examining the role of language in the lives of AIWA members calls into question the celebratory 

masculinist militarism of U.S. political culture and its history of direct U.S. military conflicts in 

China, the Philippines, Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. The class subordination of 

Asian immigrant workers is a manifestation of the collective, continuing, and cumulative 

consequences of raced and gendered labor exploitation, sexual racism and racist sexism, 

unacknowledged and unprosecuted vigilante violence, cultural ridicule and exclusion, language 

discrimination, and immigration and welfare laws that have meted out different treatment and 

produced different levels of social membership for citizens, legal residents, and undocumented 

workers.  

 

The interpretations, analyses, and actions that created Asian America as an intellectual and 

political project contain unique insights about citizenship and social membership, about 

exclusion and assimilation, about patriotism and patriarchy, about solidarities of sameness and 

dynamics of difference. The ways of knowing and ways of being forged in struggle by the Asian 

American movement forty years ago and maintained and elaborated on today in Asian American 

Studies departments, classrooms, and publications are needed now more than ever at this 

decisive time when the increasingly unjust and indecent social relations of our time require us to 

fashion new ways of working across differences of race, nation, language, religion, gender, 

sexuality, and class.  

 

Of all the ethnic studies projects in the U.S, Asian American Studies has been the most resistant 

to parochial essentialisms and narrow nationalisms. Out of political necessity, the Asian 

American movement created an identity that did not require people to be identical, a unity 

without uniformity forged tactically by appreciating differences yet recognizing similarities. 

Asian American Studies scholars and activists have championed the importance of deriving 

identities from politics rather than assuming that politics will flow from identities. As the late 

Chris Iijima argued, “Asian American identity was originally meant to be a means to an end 

rather than an end in itself. It was created as an organizing tool to mobilize Asians to participate 

in the progressive movements of the times. It was as much a mechanism to identify with one 

another as to identify with the struggles of others whether it was African Americans or Asians 
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overseas, and that it was less a marker of what one was and more a marker of what one 

believed.” 5 

 

Like similar race-based institutions created by African Americans, Native Americans, and 

Latinos, Asian American studies teaches people to turn negative ascription into positive 

affirmation, to respond to the radical divisiveness in the life of aggrieved communities with 

exuberant solidarity, and to transform brutal dehumanization into creative re-humanization Asian 

American Studies has been an important alternative academy inside and outside the dominant 

academy, a site where collective responsibility and mutual recognition are learned and 

legitimated. While of course plagued by the same kinds of jealousies, rivalries, and conflicts that 

all groups experience, the project of Asian America created a complex composite collective 

identity out of a polity composed of people speaking different languages, practicing different 

religions, doing different kinds of work, and characterized by no single pigment or phenotype. 

 

 In a society suffused with possessive individualism, hostile privatism, and defensive localism, 

the project of Asian America has crafted flexible, dynamic, and strategically productive ways of 

thinking about we instead of me. The same creative identity work that enables the Asian 

American pan-ethnic coalition to exist has also enabled Asian Americans to play prominent roles 

in race based movements by other groups evidenced by Ed Nakawatase’s work with the Black 

Freedom movement in Mississippi, Yuri Kochiyama’s service to Malcolm X’s Organization of 

Afro-American Unity and to the Puerto Rican Independence movement in New York, and 

Richard Aoki’s participation in the Black Panther Party in Oakland. Drawing identities from 

politics has even enabled Asian American activists to play prominent roles in mobilizing 

Latino/a immigrant workers against Asian capitalists through activism at the New Otani hotel in 

Los Angeles owned by the Japanese Kajima Company and against immigrant Korean capitalists 

in the restaurant industry. Activists from Korean Immigrant Workers Advocates in Los Angeles 

found that in helping the 78 Thai workers held in virtually slavery in a garment sweatshop in El 

Monte they also assisted the 55 Latino/a workers imprisoned there at the same time.  This history 

of seemingly unexpected alliances and affiliations informs the current work of AIWA. For 

example, the group discovered  that the language domination workshops the it organized for 

Korean speaking and Mandarin speaking low wage immigrant women workers proceeded even 

more effectively when they held joint sessions with Spanish speakers being organized by the 

group Mujeres Unidas y Activas. 6 
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Assignment: “Becoming Ourselves” as a Reading Supplement on Asian American 

Studies and Ethnic Studies 

 

After watching Becoming Ourselves, read one of the following pieces about the Asian 

American movement and Asian American Studies.  Write an essay explaining how the 

evidence, ideas and arguments in the film display the influence and importance of the 

movement and the field of study. 

 

 

 Aguirre, Adalberto, Jr. and Shoon Lio. 2008. “Spaces of Mobilization: The Asian Pacific 

Islander Struggle for Social Justice. Social Justice. v.35 n.2 (112). 1-17 

 Sucheng Chan, “Whither Asian American Studies?” in In Defense of Asian American 

Studies (Urbana and London: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 175-198 

 Chris Iijima, “Pontifications on the Distinction between Grains of Sand and Yellow 

Pearls,” in Steve Louie and Glenn Omatsu, eds, .Asian Americans: The Movement and 

the Moment (Los Angeles: UCLA Asian American Studies Center Press, 2001), 7 

 Lowe, Lisa. “Heterogeneity, Hybridity, Multiplicity: Marking Asian American 

Differences,” in Diaspora: A Journal of Transnational Studies v.1 n.1 (Spring) 1991, 24-

44 

 Matsuda, Mari. “Asian Americans and the Peace Imperative,” in Russell C. Leong and 

Don T. Nakanishi Asian Americans on War & Peace (Los Angeles: UCLA Asian 

American Studies Center, 2002) 193-204 

 Okihiro, Gary. “Recentering Women,” in Margins and Mainstreams: Asian in American 

History and Culture (Seattle and London: University of Washington Press, 1994), 64-92 

 Glenn Omatsu, “Listening to the Small Voice Speaking the Truth: Grassroots Organizing 

and the Legacy of Our Movement,” in Steve Louie and Glenn Omatsu, eds., Asian 

Americans: The Movement and the Moment (Los Angeles: UCLA Asian American 

Studies Center Press, 2001), 307-316 

 Parr, Josh. “Young Laotian Women Build a Bridge in Richmond,” Shades of Power v.1 

n.4 (1999) 1-7 

 Reddy, Chandan “Right-Based Freedom With Violence: Immigration, Sexuality, and the 

Subject of Human Rights,” in Freedom With Violence: Race, Sexuality, and the US State 

(Durham: Duke University Press, 2011),  143-181 

 Eric Yamamoto and Susan Kiyomi Serrano “The Loaded Weapon” in Russell C. Leong 

and Don T. Nakanishi Asian Americans on War & Peace (Los Angeles: UCLA Asian 

American Studies Center, 2002), 63 
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