
reflections
L I A N  B E L L  -  T H E A T E R  I S
O V E R

R A C H E L  B O N D S  -  T H E
O C E A N  F L O O R

L A U R E N  G U N D E R S O N  -
G O D  I S  I N  T H E  S T A G E
D I R E C T I O N S

G U A D A L I S  D E L  C A R M E N  -
B L A C K  A N D  L A T I N A  I N
T H E  T I M E  O F  C O R O N A

J O R D A N A  D E  L A  C R U Z  -  A
N O N  E S S E N T I A L  C A R E E R

C H R I S T I N E  J O N E S  -
T H E A T R E  F O R  O N E ,
T H E N ,  S O O N ,  S O M E T I M E

D A N I E L  A L E X A N D E R
J O N E S  -  E V I D E N C E  O F
L O V E

C E L I A  K E E N A N - B O L G E R  -
B R O A D WA Y  F E E D S
B E L L E V U E

K I R K  LY N N  -  P R A Y E R  F O R
I N S P I R A T I O N  &  B A D
P E R F O R M A N C E

K I R K  LY N N  -  S I M P L E
P R A Y E R  &  P R A Y E R  F O R
FA I R  T R A D E

M A R Y- L O U I S E  P A R K E R  -
P O E M S

N A N C Y  R O D R I G U E Z  -  I
U S E D  T O  B E  A N  A C T R E S S

J E S S I C A  T H E B U S  -  T H E
S T O R Y  C I R C L E  A S
W I T N E S S

C H R I S T I N E  T O Y
J O H N S O N  -  H O P E  I N  T H E
T I M E  O F  H Y P H E N A T I O N

S E E  L I G H T I N G
F O U N D A T I O N

Y E E  E U N  N A M  -  1 0  Y E A R S
I N  U S

D A R R E L  A L E J A N D R O
H O L N E S  -  B L A C K
F E M I N I S T  V I D E O  G A M E

D AV I D  Z I N N  -  2 0 2 0
C O M M E N C E M E N T
S P E E C H

T H E  K I L R O Y S  -  T H E  2 0 2 0
L I S T

M O N E T  H U R S T-
M E N D O Z A  -  I T ' S  O K

D O N J A  R  L O V E  -  S O F T

J E F F  A U G U S T I N  -  C R Y
O L D  K I N G D O M

J I R E H  B R E O N  H O L D E R  -
J U N E T E E N T H  P R A Y E R

D U R E T E  M A G U I R E  -
W I T H  T H I S  H A N D  I  N O W
R A I S E

N G O Z I  A N Y A N W U  -
G O O D  G R I E F

J A C K I E  S I B B L I E S  D R U R Y
-  FA I R V I E W

D E S I R E E  B U R C H  -  T A R
B A B Y

T O R I  S A M P S O N  -  I F
P R E T T Y  H U R T S

J I R E H  B R E O N  H O L D E R  -
I N  T H E  S O U T H E R N
B R E E Z E

C H E R Y L  L  W E S T  -  I  A S K

J O N A T H A N  P A Y N E  -  T H E
R E V O LV I N G  C Y C L E S

C H A R LY  E V O N  S I M P S O N
-  F O R M  O F  A  G I R L
U N K N O W N

J I L L I A N  WA L K E R  -
S K I N F O L K

O C T AV I O  S O L I S  -  N O T
M Y  P R A Y E R

C H R I S T I N A  A N D E R S O N  -
K I T C H E N  T H O U G H T S

J U L I A  C H O  -  P R A Y E R

L A R I S S A  FA S T H O R S E -
P R A Y E R  F O R  T H E A T E R

D O N N E T T A  L AV I N I A
G R A Y S  -  I M A G I N E  A
L I G H T

M I R A N D A  R O S E  H A L L  -
T H E S E  D A Y S

J E S S I C A  H E C H T  -  A N
E L E G Y  N O T  W R I T T E N  B Y
U S

C . A .  J O H N S O N  -
S U S T A I N A B L E  FA C T S :
P R O VA B L E  A N D
O T H E R W I S E

J O H N  L A H R  -  O U R
P L A G U E  Y E A R :  D I S P A T C H
F R O M  L O N D O N

S A R A H  B .  M A N T E L L  -  O N
T H E  L O S S  O F  A  P L A Y
A N D  T H I N G S  W O R T H
L O S I N G

E L L E N  M C L A U G H L I N  -
O N  Q U A R A N T I N E S  A N D
A N G E L S

R E N  D A R A  S A N T I A G O  -
L E T T E R  T O  V E R S I O N S
O F :

J O S E  S O L Í S  -
R E WA T C H I N G  S E X  A N D
T H E  C I T Y  D U R I N G  A
P A N D E M I C

P A U L A  V O G E L  -  A G I N G
I N  T H E  T I M E  O F  C O V I D

Hope in the Time of Hyphenation

CHRIST INE  TOY JOHNSON

Social distancing is nothing new if you’ve ever traveled while Asian to places where you 
are greeted with the kind of silent stares that shout “GO BACK WHERE YOU CAME 
FROM.” Not only do I already have experience keeping a healthy 6 or more feet away from 
this kind of radical reverse hospitality (especially these days), I also find myself when I’m 
in these situations – a sixth generation-Asian American-college educated-Ann Taylor 
Loft wearing woman of a certain age – suddenly compelled to start up long non-essential 
conversations with my husband. This way there’s no mistaking that I speak English and 
indeed “speak it well” (as I, along with every person of Asian descent I’ve ever met, have 
been told on more than one occasion) and that if I were to go back to where I came from, 
it would be to an upper middle class suburb of New York City.

So. Here we are in the Summer of 2020 in the middle of both a global pandemic and a 
national reckoning on systemic racism in America. Added to the mix, anti-Asian 
sentiment ranging from the micro-aggressions of yesteryear to the hate crimes of today 
are being fueled anew by various government leaders’ insistence on renaming COVID-19 
“the Chinese virus” or the “Kung flu.” And Asian Americans are reminded that the roots of 
xenophobia and prejudice against people who look like us are deep and storied in this 
country. The Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 (active until 1943), the Japanese internment 
camps of World War II and the metaphorical and literal hyphenation of Asian Americans 
in the 21st century remind us that there is a legacy of discrimination from which no mask 
can protect us.

To hyphenate or not to hyphenate the words “Asian” and “American” as a descriptor has 
been an ongoing discussion amongst style guides since the term “Asian American” was 
coined in the 1960s. Hyphenating it (to many of us) implies being considered “less than” a 
full American, underlining the perpetual foreigner status we continuously battle.  In 
simpler grammatical terms, if you see “Asian” as an adjective and “American” as a noun, 
you are describing an American who traces their heritage to Asia, similar to a person who 
is “French Canadian” (only they’re Canadian. And French). But if you hyphenate the 
description to be “Asian-American”, joining two nouns together, this implies that said 
person is not quite whole of either. (Interesting fact: though journalists have been 
requesting this for decades, the AP Style Guide was not convinced to stop hyphenating 
until March of 2019.)

But as I was saying, here we are in the Summer of 2020. Now on extended hiatus from my 
long running job as an actor in the first national tour of Come From Away and sheltering 
in place in my beloved New York City in the midst of a new kind of national truth telling, I 
find that I’m writing like crazy. I’m doing rewrites and/or working on new musicals, 
plays, screenplays, television pilots, monologues, pitches, and essays with a mystifying 
kind of quarantine-influenced clarity and vigor. I’m compelled to create art, consciously 
or sub-consciously I realize, partially as a response to this new wave of prejudice 
gnawing at my psyche, to this relentless fictionalization of our responsibility for the 
pandemic; one that is attempting to render our true selves invisible, less than, otherized, 
hyphenated. I realize that I’m fighting back by trying to literally write us into the 
narrative of the American landscape - but on my terms. Not everything I’m writing is 
specifically about Asian or Asian American people, or even set in this specific time period. 
And I’m aware that there is often an expectation about what a person who looks like me 
“should” be writing, and more presumptively (in an unspoken way) that the sixth 
generation Asian American college educated Ann Taylor Loft wearing woman of a certain 
age lens through which I see things is not exactly in line with those expectations. Even 
so, through all of these words, I’m writing, these stories I’m dreaming, these worlds I’m 
imagining - through all of them emerges an unlikely guide: hope.

If you’re just getting to know me through this reflection, you’d probably never guess that 
in spite of all I’ve talked about so far, I’m a self-described “pathological optimist.” And 
don’t get me wrong, that optimism is being challenged to its very core every day. But not 
while I’m writing. While I’m writing, I dream up stories where our better angels get a 
chance to be born out of chaos, where lifelong dreams defiantly come true, where against 
all odds love triumphs over hate, and equality and justice triumph over fear and 
prejudice. I write the world as I hope to see it someday. And though cynicism and irony 
may have influenced hopefulness to fall out of style, I also dream of the day when a story 
seen through the unapologetic eyes of a sixth generation Asian American college 
educated Ann Taylor Loft wearing woman of a certain age with a wounded yet optimistic 
heart can be embraced as an American story. And where we, the storytellers, can help 
change history with the truths we tell and the dreams we fiercely fight for. This hope is 
what keeps me breathing deeply (inside my own house, where I don’t have to wear a 
mask), eyes on the horizon, looking ever forward towards the day when we will gather 
again and tell stories together of humanity, unity, and compassion, in a place as wide 
open with possibility as the ocean: the theater.

CHRIST INE TOY JOHNSON

Christine Toy Johnson is an award-winning writer, actor 
and advocate for inclusion. She serves on the Council of 
the Dramatist Guild and hosts the Guild’s podcast 
“Talkback” on the Broadway Podcast Network. More at 
www.christinetoyjohnson.com
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