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Theater, San Francisco, June 20–July 8, 2018.

Soft Power, a spectacular, genre-bending “play with a musical,” opened on 
May 16, 2018, at the Ahmanson Theater in Los Angeles, as the culmination 
of Center Theatre Group’s fiftieth anniversary season. A co-production with 
LA’s East West Players, the longest continuously running theater of color in 
the United States, and San Francisco’s Curran Theater, Soft Power moved to 
the Curran on June 20, 2018, for a three-week run and will move to New 
York in the fall of 2019. The creative team includes David Henry Hwang, 
the premier Asian American dramatist (book and lyrics), Jeanine Tesori, the 
composer of celebrated musicals including Fun Home and Caroline, or Change, 
the director Leigh Silverman (long-time collaborator with Hwang), and the 
choreographer Sam Pinkleton. Over-the-top staging, dazzling acting, singing, 
and dancing from a majority Asian American cast, sumptuous music by the 
twenty-two-piece orchestra, and witty metatheatricality that nonetheless goes 
straight to the heart are on full display in Soft Power.

Soft Power takes as a point of departure Joseph Nye’s concept of geopolitical 
power that exceeds military force or economic dominance. Soft power is the 
cultural and ideological influence circulated through cultural products such 
as film, television, sports, music, and theater, constituting a crucial register of 
global hegemony. Nye offers a highly gendered and sexualized definition: “the 
ability to get what you want through attraction rather than coercion or pay-
ments. It arises from the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, 
and policies. . . . Seduction is always more effective than coercion, and many 
values like democracy, human rights, and individual opportunities are deeply 
seductive.”1 The play/musical Soft Power uses the registers of song, dance, and 
the transnational, interracial romance between the candidate Hillary Clinton 
and the Chinese film executive Xue Xing to perform the “seductiveness” of 
soft power. Hwang’s play/musical asks, what would happen if mainstream 
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America’s worst nightmare were realized, and China became the preeminent 
global superpower after the decline of the US nation-state in the wake of the 
2016 election? We see the US from “another point of view,” as Xue convinces 
US politicians to lay down their guns and to join the community of nations, 
a vision he calls the New Silk Road.

The majority Asian American cast vividly challenges the whiteness of 
mainstream theater. We are still in a moment when Asian Americans onstage 
or backstage are too few.2 Of all minoritarian theater actors, Asian Americans 
experienced the sharpest decline in representation from the previous season on 
New York City stages, accounting for only 4 percent of the 35 percent of roles 
played by African American, Latinx, Middle Eastern / North African (MENA), 
American Indian, and disabled performers.3 Conrad Ricamora (Oliver, the gay 
Asian American hacker from How to Get Away with Murder, Lun Tha in the 
2015 revival of The King and I, and Ninoy Aquino in David Byrne’s musical 
Here Lies Love) is Xue; Alyse Alan Louis (the only white cast member) plays 
Hillary; Francis Jue, veteran of many of Hwang’s productions, performs the 
eponymous role of DHH, stand-in for the playwright. An ensemble of young, 
talented Asian American singers/dancers/actors embody multiple roles: don-
ning blond wigs, they become senators, campaign staff, sketchy con artists on 
Hollywood Boulevard, thus turning the tables on yellowface performance. 
This was one of Soft Power’s greatest pleasures. When has theater, especially 
mainstream musical theater, seen whiteness so sharply satirized?

I have written of what I call racial affect, which enlivens some and leaches life 
energy from others.4 Too often, minoritarian subjects who attend performances 
of “high culture” are subjected to what I call “affective violence,” when our 
roundedness and complexity are flattened through stereotype, marginalization, 
erasure. In stark contrast, for me and my companions, Soft Power was among 
the rare, life-giving theatrical experiences that theater lovers crave. Inspiring 
a sense of liveliness and uplift assumes a particular political urgency in our 
Trumpian age. In the spirit of ethnographic reflexivity and to specify my politics 
of location, I acknowledge my (initial) affective response: I was gobsmacked 
by this production. I want a soundtrack album, so I can sing these tunes in 
the shower; Soft Power is so smart and multilayered, I wish could see it every 
day. Powerhouse singer Kendyl Ito, who played Xue’s daughter, Jing, observed 
that both reviewers and the people who talked with her after the show call it 
“groundbreaking.”5 Theatergoers have never seen anything like this.6 

Yet I am not writing what Maureen Mahon called “fanthropology.”7 No 
production is perfect or pleasing to all—not all Asian Americans liked Soft 
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Power by any means, and reportedly, walkouts occurred during the run (by 
white audience members?). A world premiere inevitably needs, at minimum, 
some tweaking or even major revision. Accordingly, I analyze the thematics, 
the production, and the theoretical/political implications of this “play with a 
musical,” noting both its subversive interventions and pointing to areas that 
could benefit from further problematizing: the reinscription of an East–West 
binary; the ultimate enshrining of liberal democracy; “whitesplaining”;8 the 
continuing centrality of white women via the character of Hillary Clinton, who 
synecdochically represents the US nation-state. A few narrative details need 
clarification. Some audience members found the narrative overly ambitious and 
unruly—a reaction that may both indicate the need for tweaking and index Soft 
Power’s genre-bending excessiveness, spilling over the boundaries of dramatic 
convention and flouting expectations. My analytic strategy performs what I 
call “dramaturgical critique.” Rather than dismiss a production as problematic, 
I use a dramaturg’s tools, acting as “in-house” critic to analyze a work in order 
to push it further, collaborating with artist colleagues about how to enhance 
the work’s already significant aesthetic and political impact.9

Above all, Soft Power stages an Asian American–critical race studies perspec-
tive that is absent from mainstream, white-dominant US theater, television, 
and film. Hwang asks what it would be like for the US nation-state to see 
itself from “another point of view” through his continuing quest to upend 
the politics of racial representation in beloved “classics” of opera and musi-
cal theater. Hwang’s M. Butterfly (1988, 2017) reversed and complicated the 
gendered, racialized, sexualized geopolitical relations in Giacomo Puccini’s 
Madama Butterfly; Hwang’s book for Flower Drum Song (2002) literally re-
wrote the Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein musical. Hwang’s plays 
Face Value (1993) and Yellow Face (2007) took inspiration from the casting 
controversies surrounding the staging of the musical Miss Saigon on Broadway, 
when a mixed-race Asian character (the Engineer—a pimp) was played by the 
white British actor Jonathan Pryce. Yellow Face also glancingly alludes to The 
King and I, when Marcus Dahlman—a white actor mistaken for mixed-race 
Asian—wins fame in the role of the king.10

 In Soft Power, Hwang appropriates and overturns the West–East, Anna–
King of Siam relationship in Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The King and I. 
Relatively progressive for 1958 when it premiered, this classic musical promoted 
cross-cultural understanding, hired Asian American actors (even if many of the 
leads—notably, Yul Brynner—were not Asian American), and suggested an 
interracial romance that was then risqué. Typically, productions of this musical 
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are splendid tributes to Orientalist exoticism. At one level, we are carried away 
by the ravishing stagecraft—iconic dancing, opulent costumes and sets, music 
that moves us despite ourselves. The affective power of the musical constitutes 
what Tesori calls “the delivery system,” a term Hwang incorporated into the 
play. Zoe, Xue’s American girlfriend, whitesplains:

There’s what you wanna say, and then there’s the delivery system. And musicals are the best 
system ever . . . once those violins start playing, we are gone. Whatever they feed us goes 
straight to our hearts in the rush of a big sugar high.11

Still, when minoritarian audiences view The King and I, we do so with a 
kind of Du Boisian double consciousness. The musical’s politics of racial and 
geopolitical representation are preposterous: Anna teaches the King of Siam 
how to govern his own country and persuades him to join the global commu-
nity of nations. As Zoe exclaims, “She’s the nanny!” Hwang sought to upend 
these oppressive tropes and to depict the US from “another point of view.”

I begin with an account of the narrative, analyzing significant production 
elements along the way. I highlight Soft Power’s political and aesthetic interven-
tions, and then suggest areas where Hwang and Tesori might push their work 
further, concluding with the relation of Soft Power to theater institutions and 
community building.

Narrative, Production, Reception

Soft Power opens in 2016 near the time of the election. Lights rise on a “straight” 
play: a minimalist set indicates an office, where the playwright DHH is pitch-
ing his idea for a Chinese “Sex in the City” to a Chinese film executive, Xue 
Xing.12 Cultural misunderstandings abound. Xue wants DHH to eliminate 
lines of dialogue to pass the censors. When DHH protests, Xue counters: US 
writers shape their storytelling to be “successful” in the marketplace. Here, 
Hwang raises a provocative question. Do US artists face de facto censorship 
enforced by the market? DHH discovers that Xue has a young American 
girlfriend and strategically suggests that she could play a (minor) role in his 
television show—provided it is greenlighted.

Scene 2 shows DHH, Xue, and his girlfriend, Zoe, at a reception for Hill-
ary Clinton, held after a performance of The King and I. Xue leaves to greet 
a colleague, while Zoe whitesplains to DHH the problematic politics of the 
musical’s racial representation and “the delivery system.” Xue returns, having 
met Hillary, and proudly shows the selfie he took with her. Xue and Zoe find 
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that they have different conceptions 
of romance. Zoe is dissatisfied with 
her relationship with a married man, 
but Xue claims he cannot abandon his 

family, invoking sacrifice and doing what is best for the other person. Zoe 
asks in exasperation, “But what do you want? Don’t you want to be happy?” 
Xue responds, “I will be happy enough,” an insistent refrain in the musical. 
Duty versus love, East versus West—problematic (and deeply familiar) duali-
ties—are introduced here.

DHH returns home to Brooklyn and tells the audience that his writing isn’t 
going well; he can’t “see things from another point of view.” Walking home 
that night bearing a bag of groceries, he is assailed and stabbed in the neck—an 
incident that actually happened to Hwang. Bleeding profusely, DHH con-
jures a fever dream. At last, he is able to see “another point of view” through 
a beloved Chinese musical from fifty years in the future, a work based on the 
events we have just seen in the play.

The stage transforms from a minimalist set into the splendor of the musical’s 
world. We see Asian American actors dancing against a gorgeous red scrim as 

Figure 1.
Conrad Ricamora as Xue Xing and Francis Jue as 
DHH; photographed by Craig Schwartz
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the orchestral fanfare begins: the thrill 
of the horns, foreshadowing the song 
“Fuxing Park.” A vibrant blue backdrop 
sets off a China Airlines jet that rolls in 

(a parody of Miss Saigon’s helicopter, perhaps?). Xue is about to depart for the 
US to open new offices; he must say good-bye to his daughter, Jing, played 
with comic verve by Ito. He explains to her the virtues of duty: to share stories 
of their culture, “to care about more than ourselves. Family, our nation . . .” 
As a memento, he gives his daughter a precious gift. She pronounces “It’s a 
rock!” in an exasperated, eye-rolling portrayal of impatience with one’s parents. 
Their exchange prompts the musical’s first song, which begins with “Yes, I am 
dutiful; I am Chinese.”13

Another moment of disclosure: I attended a preview (before the script and 
staging are fixed) with a Chinese American theater colleague. When Jing and 
Xue burst into song, my colleague and I exploded in laughter and couldn’t stop 
laughing through the entire song. It was so unexpected, so self-parodic. My 
initial thought was, “Did David really go there?” We sat in the second row, and 
we laughed so hard and so loudly that I was afraid we would disturb the actors. 
While we two were transported through our surprise and enjoyment, I realize 
that troping Asians as dutiful also risks misreading by mainstream audiences 

Figure 2.
Conrad Ricamora as Xue Xing and Kendyl Ito as 
Jing; photographed by Craig Schwartz
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as the reinscription of stereotype. Was our laughter self-recognition? Laughter 
at the parody of a stereotype? Shock? Acceptance? Critique? Perhaps it was 
all of the above and more. On one later viewing, “I am dutiful” was rendered 
ineffably poignant through Ricamora’s forlorn yet resolute acceptance of duty. 
Soft Power frequently elicited these complex “racial affects” of pleasure, hilarity, 
sadness that mobilized both recognition and critique.

When Xue lands at “Hollywood Airport,” he is surrounded by unsavory 
hucksters. Singing and dancing “Bang Bang” to a hip-hop beat, they offer 
watches and rides, and beg for money: “Welcome to America . . . Bang Bang 
to the head; In the land of the free and the home of the dead” (26). Among 
the vendors and thugs is Bobby Bob (Austin Ku), who guides Xue to the 
meth den where the writer DHH—known at the den as “Bruce Lee. Cuz he’s 
Chinese” (29)—is tweaked. Xue asks DHH to write for Chinese TV and tries 
to overcome DHH’s stereotypes about China: censorship, parks “with hordes 
of people . . . and beggars” (31). He persuades DHH through the musical’s 
signature song, “Fuxing Park,” a transporting evocation of convivial sociality 
and natural beauty (“ten thousand trees” and the refrain “so green”), rendered 
in Ricamora’s richly resonant voice. As DHH and Xue leave the meth den, 
DHH challenges the proprietor to call him “Mr. Hwang”—not “Bruce Lee” 
(31). This insistence on the proper name, that accords respect and recognition 
rather than flattening stereotype, recurs throughout the play. Minoritarian 
subjects can empathize with DHH’S desire for respectful recognition.

DHH suggests that they attend a rally for Hillary Clinton, held at America’s 
best restaurant: a tricked-out McDonald’s. It’s an over-the-top pastiche of 
Las Vegas spectacle and 1940s musical—burgundy curtains, gargantuan gold 
statues wearing chandeliers as headpieces, giant golden arches, waiters on 
roller skates, burgundy velvet banquettes. Hillary rolls in, perched atop a giant 
hamburger. She sings “We’ve got problems . . .” (38), reminiscent of The Music 
Man’s “We’ve got trouble in River City,” and shows us her binder of policy 
positions. In consternation, her campaign manager whispers, “Attention spans!” 
Hillary dutifully responds, “You want a show?” and doffs her trenchcoat to 
reveal a sequined pantsuit. She manically performs the dances her campaign 
manager calls out: “Swing! Hip-hop! Strike a pose! Flying kick! Tap! Sexy!” 
(39). For her big finish, Hillary rips off her pantsuit to reveal a sequined red, 
white, and blue strapless Wonder Woman costume and balances against the 
giant hamburger to twerk upside down. The scene dazzlingly stages the ways 
women must perform for approval and for votes.
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Hillary greets Xue, mistaking him 
for a potential voter. He offers a frank 
assessment: “To be honest, your sys-
tem—it all seems to be like a big, big 

show.” She counters, “We vote. Unlike your country, where there are no 
elections” (42). Hillary and Xue debate the virtues of democracy versus com-
munism—unexpected discussion in a mainstream musical.

Throughout, Hillary mispronounces Xue’s name. He corrects her: “I know 
it’s impossible for Americans to speak Chinese properly” (43). She tries, lead-
ing in to the song “It Just Takes Time,” where Xue’s lessons about the four 
tones of Chinese (Mandarin) become a touching romantic allegory of how to 
recognize and understand another. Hillary sings “I’ve never asked my lips to go 
that way,” metaphorizing cross-racial, cross-cultural romance (46). The refrain 
“It just takes time” laces their frustrating lessons, as Hillary fails repeatedly to 
pronounce Xue’s name properly. In a dazzling metatheatrical moment, the two 
recapitulate the waltz from The King and I, as projections of stars swirl across 
the stage. They stop, their faces close, on the verge of a kiss. When Xue sings 
“Just place the tip of your tongue . . . against the back of your lower teeth,” 
language instruction never sounded so romantic (48). Hillary consummates 
the scene by finally saying his name correctly. Elaborating DHH’s insistence on 
being called “Mr. Hwang,” Xue’s attempts to teach Hillary index the “proper” 

Figure 3.
Alyse Alan Louis as Hillary Clinton; photographed 
by Craig Schwartz
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name as symbol of deep recognition, respect, romantic attraction, and fully 
human dimensionality.

The following scene returns to Dragon Media Studios, where Xue, Bobby 
Bob, and DHH watch the election results. This prompts the jaunty romp 
“The Ballot Box,” a song and production number that satirizes the “mystery” 
of the ballot box. “No one exactly understands how it works; we all trust in 
its ultimate wisdom” (52). The Chief Justice (Jon Hoche) sings a lively tune 
about the Byzantine rules for voting and lampoons the Electoral College: “The 
Electoral College ensured that smaller and rural states / Had a disproportional 
say in selecting / A President / Which in the early days of our great nation / 
Ensured they could keep their slaves!” trumpeting the word slaves in a powerful 
crescendo (54). The catchy tune satirically reminds us of the white supremacist 
origins of the US nation-state.

The production number returns us to the studios. Xue, DHH, and Bobby 
Bob react to the victory of “the guy who hates China!” (55). An angry, anti-
Chinese mob enters the building, singing “Make America great again” (58), 
and after a confrontation, a thug stabs DHH in the neck. Stricken, DHH tells 
Xue that he was stabbed because he isn’t “American enough.” He is “the worst 
of both worlds,” not really American, not really Chinese. Xue tries to convince 
DHH otherwise: “At McDonald’s? When you tried to grab the check? That’s 
Chinese!” (59). Paramedics arrive, but they delay treatment. Does DHH have 
insurance? Bobby Bob explains, “In America, we don’t have universal health 
care,” and Xue explodes, “What is wrong with this place?!” (61). As DHH’s 
life ebbs, he gives Xue a directive: “Tonight, democracy has broken my heart. 
This country needs you now . . . You must go to her . . . Maybe the two of 
you can find both face and heart” (61). Here is Hwang’s clearest articulation of 
the East–West binary: Chinese “face”—social duty, the social persona—versus 
American “heart,” direct expression of emotion. The act closes as Xue sings, “I 
have never listened to my heart before . . . I will go to her” (63).

Act 2 begins fifty years in the future. Chinese television is live broadcasting 
a panel discussion with the descendants of the Chinese creators of the musical 
and a token US expert on theater. The hilarity here arises from the presumption 
of Chinese superiority, as the panelists claim the musical form as their inven-
tion. When the American professor interjects that the US created the form, 
the Chinese panelists characterize American musicals as “simple . . . regional 
entertainment . . . largely based in New York,” which Chinese artists re-created 
as a “new, more refined art form.” They cite examples: an early American musi-
cal was “entirely about cats,” another about “talking lions” (66). The American 
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professor offers his interpretation of 
the musical’s romance—that Xue was 
involved with someone other than Hill-
ary. Panelists react with outrage. “You 

know what your problem is, Professor . . . ? You have an agenda. To convince 
others that your country was greater than it actually was” (68). Here, we see 
the tables turned once again. How does the audience feel when the US is be-
ing “inaccurately” portrayed, its accomplishments overlooked or minimized? 

 The musical reopens in the basement of a “rebel safe house.” Hillary sits on 
the floor, “surrounded by pizza boxes and ice-cream cartons” (69). She sings a 
funny/poignant lament about her grueling campaign (“three yeeeeeaaaaars,” 
holding a long, agonized note) and the constant admonitions to “smile more” 
(69). She scarfs pizza, then ice cream, then ice cream on pizza, as she mourns 
her election loss. Her campaign manager enters to announce an unexpected 
visitor: Xue Xing. The set transitions to the Golden Gate Bridge, “the most 
romantic place on earth,” and the two share their views of love. For Xue, duty 
to his wife is paramount. He is “happy enough.” Hillary confides, “I gave all 
of me away / . . . why am I so lonely? / I’m never enough.” Xue responds that 
he has always ignored feelings, leaving him “so lonely, filled with dread / . . .  

Figure 4.
Jon Hoche as Chief Justice; photographed by 
Craig Schwartz
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I never started living / It’s not enough” (74). After revealing “what we hide 
from the world,” they sing “Isn’t that love? To lose your face / and open your 
heart” (75).

This declaration leads to a dance interlude, as the set transforms into a 
witty visual quotation from La La Land—blue backdrop, palm trees, blond 
Hillary in a bright yellow sundress. They dance, then kiss. This metatheatrical, 
witty, yet touchingly romantic scene was a highlight of the musical. Even if 
the face–heart binary can reinscribe Orientalist stereotypes, Hwang and the 
creative team turn the racial and geopolitical tables on mainstream visions of 
romance, demonstrating the racialization of “universally appealing” musicals 
like La La Land and The King and I. Irresistibly, even if problematically, “love” 
here means going beyond “face,” a social persona, to understand the heart, the 
emotional vulnerabilities that one dare not show publicly. 

The romantic interlude is interrupted by Hillary’s campaign manager, who 
announces that the new president is declaring war on China. A determined 
Xue announces that his heart tells him he “must go to Washington . . . to stop 
this war” (76). Here, Xue harnesses passion for geopolitical aims, to promote 
peace through a Chinese vision of a cosmopolitan future. Again, we see “soft 
power” as both interpersonal and geopolitical seduction.

In Washington, senators—white men (Asian Americans in gray wigs) in 
suits, bearing rifles —and overly sexualized female aides in skirt suits sing and 
dance as the Veep rolls in on a giant beer can, a parodic odalisque. He sings 
a tale of how his dad killed an intruder. “Nothing says ‘I love you’ like / A 
good guy with a gun” (78). The senators cavort with and lovingly stroke their 
weapons, singing the catchy tune “Good Guy with a Gun,” one of the show’s 
many ear worms. Xue bursts in, admonishing them to “Stop it!” as though the 
senators were children. He reasons with them. Bombing China will do no good; 
the world would still be destroyed. Conventional weapons are problematic, 
because the US treasury is depleted, and the country that bankrolled the US 
government is . . . China.

Xue articulates a new cosmopolitan vision, led by China: “We welcome all 
civilized countries—who can show the world that they’re not barbarians” (83). 
In a pointed satire of the US, he sings “Some call you barbarians / Warmongers, 
obese / But I believe you tire / Of your soldiers and police / Inside, you want the 
killings and the wars to cease / And live in peace” (84). Xue calls his vision the 
New Silk Road, for the mercantile routes between China and the rest of Asia, 
and extending into Europe. Such a historically laden metaphor imagines China 
as global leader, (uncomfortably) resonant with a Chinese imperium founded 
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on the civilization–barbarism binary. 
Xue ultimately persuades the Veep and 
the senators to lay down their guns, in 
his vision of the New Silk Road.

Even if this scene gestures toward a Chinese imperium, it stages a satirical, 
unflattering view of the US from another country’s perspective, upending US 
imperial assumptions. How often does this happen in a mainstream musical? 
The clever rhyming scheme—obese, police, cease, peace—immediately cap-
tured my attention and that of my colleagues; the “obesity” of Americans is 
certainly a stereotype that circulates in Asia. This, too, provoked my reaction, 
“Did David really go there?” Moments such as these made me appreciate the 
excess and boldness of this musical.

Hillary and Xue are reunited in the next scene and declare their mutual 
love. Xue reports his success persuading the senators to “look elsewhere for 
leadership” (87). Hillary stops short. She cannot accede to a Chinese-led al-
liance, because “your country is not a democracy!” (88). Xue counters, “Your 
system is broken! The Ballot Box brings nothing but chaos and instability!” In 

Figure 5.
Raymond J. Lee as the Veep; photographed by 
Craig Schwartz
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a showstopping, diva moment, Hillary responds, “I know I know I know . . . ,”  
a bravura performance of a torch song that figures democracy as an abusive lover. 
Despite being “battered and bruised,” she will return because of “the promises 
that thrill me” (88). Again, “soft power” signifies seduction at the level of the 
nation-state and geopolitics. Because of their different beliefs—communism 
versus democracy—Xue and Hillary understand that they cannot be together. 
Xue now knows the “power of love. And the pain of losing it” (89).

The piece transitions to a hospital room many years later, where Xue lan-
guishes. He admonishes his daughter not to settle for “happy enough” and 
confides that he fell in love while he was in America. He begins the story that 
is the basis for the musical, as the two exit . . . and as DHH, hilariously, pops 
up in the same hospital bed. 

We are now back in the play, and DHH revisits the incident when he was 
stabbed in the neck. His assailant was never apprehended. The police surmised 
that the perpetrator mistook DHH for an Asian delivery boy and fled when 
DHH yelled “‘What the fuck!’ in unaccented English” (92). His success and 
fame failed to protect him from racist violence. As in Hwang’s Yellow Face, 
where race persecutions hastened the death of DHH’s father, here race is 
“vulnerability to premature death.”14 DHH continues to feel like an outsider; 
“the ballot box has given power to those whose America no longer includes 
people like me.” But there is hope. “I didn’t die. And I can still hear the music. 
A song, clinging desperately to hope” (92).

The final production number sings this hope. The entire cast, now dressed 
in jeans, hoodies, sneakers, takes the stage against a minimal set suggesting we 
are “behind the scenes”; ladders and corrugated metal expose the mechanics of 
the stage in a classic Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt. The house lights rise as the 
cast belts out a soaring paean, in a major key, to “Democracy”: “We have the 
power to change,” “I believe,” and the closing crescendo “Won’t give it up!” 
(96). This resounding finale brings us back to the world outside the theater, 
implicating the audience, as we stand in the light. What will we do to bring 
change?

Interventions and Further Work

Soft Power breaks ground on multiple levels. Its overturns the logics of 
mainstream musicals, staging a “Chinese” perspective (inflected through the 
experiences of a Chinese American man, not a Chinese national). What other 
mainstream musical explicitly thematizes competing systems of government 
and geopolitics: (capitalist) democracy versus socialism versus communism? 
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Both play and production enact deeply satisfying critiques of whiteness and 
US hegemony. The use of “whiteface”—Asian American actors in blond or 
gray wigs, playing white people—speaks back to the unbearable whiteness of 
mainstream theater and to long histories of blackface, brownface, redface, yel-
lowface. For Asian Americans, this has continued in practices of whitewashing 
in cinema; Scarlett Johansson in Ghost in the Shell is a recent example. Perhaps 
for the first time, white musical theater audiences will be able to see themselves 
“from another point of view.” Hwang elaborates his intentions: 

My goal was always to create that complicated feeling of watching stereotypical or inauthentic 
work which is also executed so artfully that it sucks us in nonetheless. I feel this experience is 
very familiar, particularly to audiences of color and women. Also, I’m interested in exploring 
appropriation, which is sometimes difficult for white audiences to understand; one typically 
hears white people say things like, “I don’t mind when Japanese people dress up like cowboys, 
so why should they be upset?” But appropriation needs to be understood in the context 
of a larger power dynamic between cultures. The notion of a powerful China (which, let’s 
face it, many Americans fear) appropriating and stereotyping a weaker America, helps to 
more accurately replicate that dynamic. Where it comes to audiences of color, I hope the 
experience of seeing SP proves empowering, validating the feeling of being dehumanized 
and stereotyped that we’ve experienced most of our lives, and also proves that we can create 
something just as beautiful and moving as those works we may find problematic.15

Some audience members apparently found “another point of view” to be 
offensive. According to one cast member, Kendyl Ito, the raising of the house 
lights during the finale revealed audience reactions: 

We’ve had people who are so moved and so swept away . . . in that finale number there could 
be people cheering, people . . . crying . . . Some people are connecting with us, but . . . on 
the flip side . . . we’ve had people walk out . . . we’ve even had a couple people during the 
Hillary number, “I’m with Her,” which is fascinating.16

One of my theater companions, Traise Yamamoto, a poet and scholar of 
Asian American literature at UC Riverside, drew my attention to theater’s 
“bathroom conversations,” where one overhears audience commentary. My 
unscientific observations noted a white woman criticizing the “repressiveness” 
of Singapore’s government. (Was the connection about “Oriental despotism,” 
in both China and Singapore? Though of course Singapore is indeed repressive 
on many levels!) Another white woman complained to Traise that the theater 
wasn’t the place for politics—perhaps especially in musicals, a form designated 
as pure “entertainment.” The multiple, impassioned reactions to Soft Power may 
indicate the degree to which it flouts convention and stages unruly critique, 
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both of racial and geopolitical ideologies and of our theatrical conventions. 
I asked Hwang about his assessment of social media reactions to the work: 

Regarding the posts on Twitter that I’ve seen under #SoftpowerCTG, they’ve been over-
whelmingly positive, except for one from a MAGA supporter, with whom I had an exchange 
which was ultimately respectful on both sides, and a PoC artist who didn’t like us ending 
with “Democracy,” which also led to a productive exchange. But if white people seem de-
fensive, I’m kind of delighted, because that means the show is pushing buttons and striking 
a nerve. It’s easy to forget how much some people really hated the original MB (M. Butterfly, 
a subversive take on Madama Butterfly, which won the Tony Award for Best Play in 1988). 
I remember one reviewer in DC who wrote something to the effect of, “If David Henry 
Hwang doesn’t like America this much, maybe his father should have stayed in China.”17

I, too, remember the controversies sparked by M. Butterfly in 1988. Hwang 
seems to have fulfilled his intention to “strike a nerve” among some audience 
members. 

Formally, Soft Power “explodes” genre in the miscegenation of a (straight) 
play with a musical. Snehal Desai, artistic director of East West Players, co-
producer of Soft Power, explained, “It’s formally inventive and . . . formally 
explosive, in that it’s taking traditional forms and structures and blowing 
them out in new ways and colliding them with each other.”18 My unscientific 
poll of viewers found that, while some of us found these narrative explosions 
to be astonishingly innovative, others were confused or irritated. On the one 
hand, at the time of writing (December 2018), I find that the ending of act 
1 needs to be clarified. Several colleagues—academics and musical theater 
artists—were uncertain about its meaning, a concern I conveyed to Hwang. 
Perhaps he will work on this when Soft Power goes to New York in the fall of 
2019. Yet at another level, perhaps other audience members’ dissatisfactions 
with Soft Power’s unruliness indexes its exuberant confounding of dramatic 
conventions. Perhaps some prefer to contain the explosive excess of this “play 
with a musical.” That we have no ready-made terminology for Soft Power and 
that the term play with a musical sounds so awkward indicates that Soft Power 
destabilizes our commonsense, power-laden conventional classifications. 

Some of Soft Power’s signature pleasures were its reflexivity, metatheatricality, 
and incisive parody, twisting familiar tropes in ironic, provocative ways. The 
racial critique was deeply satisfying, citing The King and I and La La Land, 
but this time with an Asian male “dreamboat.” This is repetition with a critical 
difference. Soft Power deployed the sumptuous, ravishing stagecraft of musicals 
like The King and I to offer a subversive perspective on those musicals. The 
infernally effective emotional powers of “the delivery system”—stirring music, 
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dazzling sets and costumes, witty, sometimes wild choreography—this time 
undermined Orientalism. The ending nodded to Clifford Odets and Bertolt 
Brecht: the actors appeared in everyday casual garb, suggesting they were no 
longer playing roles; the set, a theatricalized backstage, exposed the theatricality 
of the theater and provoked the audience to think about our everyday lives. 
These elements challenged patrons to enact changes inspired by the production.

I have analyzed (Asian American) theater since at least 1988, and I took 
great pleasure in witnessing the profusion of talent and professionalism of 
top-notch Asian American (musical) theater artists in a work that was actu-
ally racially progressive. During the Miss Saigon casting controversies of 1990, 
producers claimed to have “looked under every rock” for professional Asian 
and Asian American theater artists who could play key roles. Two paradoxes 
were operative here: first, successors to the white actor Jonathan Pryce in the 
role of the Engineer included many Asian Americans, exposing the feebleness 
of the producer’s excuse; second, the Asian American artists were hired help 
in service of an Orientalist vision.

In Soft Power, the artistry of Asian American theater professionals is on full 
display, this time in a progressive vehicle. Ito, for example, just graduated from 
Pace University in December 2017 and became one of the major ensemble 
players in the world premiere of Soft Power in May 2018. The veterans were 
equally superb. Conrad Ricamora and Francis Jue have been on Broadway and 
performed key roles in major regional theater productions. They both shone. 
Their supporting cast of young artists—including the sole white member of 
the cast, Alyse Alan Louis—sang, danced, acted at the top of their musical 
theater game. As an Asian American audience member, it was heartening to 
see the expertise and the sheer spectacle of so much Asian American talent in 
a vehicle worthy of their artistry.

Given the desexualization of Asian American masculinities, Soft Power 
made historic interventions at the level of casting and racial representation. A 
gay Latino theater artist asked me wonderingly, “Have we ever seen an Asian 
male dreamboat in musical theater?” We looked at each other. The King in 
The King and I isn’t exactly a dreamboat; James Shigeta in the film of Flower 
Drum Song comes close, but he is a bit of a good boy, and that was in 1961. 
In cinema, we now have Henry Golding in Crazy Rich Asians. In television, 
Vincent Rodriguez III in Crazy Ex-Girlfriend is the object of desire, but he 
plays a slightly clueless jock, not a matinee idol. Ricamora is truly breaking 
ground in Soft Power.19 That even theater artists of color have to pause and 
ponder indicates that the number of Asian American romantic leading men 
remains far too few.
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Pushing Forward

Soft Power was groundbreaking and inspiring, but no play/production is perfect. 
I approach my analysis here as dramaturgical critique, to ask how intellectuals 
and artists might partner to move the production forward.

In Soft Power, two problematic issues emerged. The first is the reinscription 
of the East–West binary. It occurs in the form of face versus heart, the love 
affair between Xue and Hillary, and in DHH’S self-doubt, when he feels that 
he is neither Chinese nor American. This dilemma of split identity was often 
invoked in the boomer generation, but seems less pressing now. (Mutual) 
stereotyping of East versus West as duty versus passion, face versus heart, can 
occlude the ways actual people—and geopolitics—are far more complicated.

The second, perhaps more intractable issue, has to do with the concluding 
paean to liberal democracy. Hillary cannot accede to a Chinese-led “New Silk 
Road,” even if this new vision means that the US might have universal health 
care and that people might lay down their guns. Democracy is an abusive lover, 
making her perform manically for votes, breaking her heart, but she cannot 
abandon him. Xue’s vision is appealing, but it invokes the specter of a Chinese 
imperium founded on the binary between civilization and barbarism.

 Democracy is figured as a system of voting where in theory people have 
the freedom to choose, thus reinscribing power-evasive liberal ideology that 
obscures the ways our choices are circumscribed by structural factors, including 
but not limited to behind-the-scenes political maneuvering, gerrymandering, 
voter suppression laws, centrality of funding and PACs, the long campaign 
schedule, and geopolitical interference, occurring within the longue durée 
of racial capitalism and settler colonialism. Consequently, the enshrining of 
democracy rings hollow, even if it may be necessary for a mainstream regional 
theater production and, perhaps ultimately, for a staging on Broadway.20

What could be done to heighten a critique of liberal democracy? Hwang 
drops hints during the play. The critique of Chinese censorship in the first 
scene could be countered even more dramatically if we could see that DHH 
confronts a de facto market censorship in his efforts to “sell” his pilot. Neolib-
eral capitalism may not literally censor an artist, but in order to succeed, one 
must accede to market pressures. Hence, in theater, we see the proliferation 
of two-handers, plays with only two actors on minimal sets, that are more 
cost-effective than a multiset, large-cast extravaganza. 

Rendered in an uplifting major key, the triumphant finale is an anthem 
for liberal democracy. A colleague suggested that a Sondheimian, dissonant, 
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minor register would productively complicate that enshrinement. That would 
be a bold choice. Dissonance at the end would introduce contradiction and 
complexity that would be more politically satisfying to those of us on the 
left. Here we may meet the limits of the form, the venue, and the creative 
team’s intentions. Since Hwang and Tesori are using the tools of the delivery 
system to move us, they appropriate the musical language of Rodgers and 
Hammerstein to end with the rousing anthem to democracy in a major key. 
The ending is designed to inspire us to take action. Since Soft Power is already 
challenging to mainstream audiences to the point where some people walk 
out, does the creative team leave on a note of critique and contemplation or 
a note of inspiration? I wish it were a note of critique, but I understand the 
desire for an inspiring finale. 

Other issues could be revisited. I asked Hwang about the whitesplaining, 
where Xue’s white girlfriend Zoe offers the critique of The King and I, and 
he understandably responded that if DHH explained race politics to Zoe, it 
might look too self-serving.21 To take on the “whitesplaining” criticism, a full 
revision of that scene would be required, so that Xue, for example, could utter 
the critique of The King and I. Perhaps this revision would create too many plot 
complications, since this is the moment when the “real” Xue meets the “real” 
Hillary, so Xue needs to be offstage. Or does he? More problematically, why 
does the white woman—even if the character is a well-known public figure—
have all the showstopping numbers? Xue sings the lyrical “Fuxing Park,” but 
Hillary is spotlighted in the huge production dance number and in the torch 
song that displays actress Louis’s impressive vocal range.

On first viewing, I reacted strongly to the stereotypes enacted in the music. 
Must US “urban danger” be symbolized by hip-hop? Must conservatives al-
ways be figured as Southern, as the hoedown music suggests during the song 
“Good Guy with a Gun”? Certainly the former choice is racially problematic. 
Further, using the South—whether by accent or through music—to symbol-
ize racism and conservatism lets Northern liberals off the hook. On the other 
hand, the musical is a parodic portrayal of the US from a “Chinese” point of 
view, designed to spectacularize stereotype. While citing a stereotype inevitably 
reinscribes it, the context—that the stereotypes are designed to satirize the 
US—productively complicates that reinscription. 

Soft Power intervenes in the theater industry more generally as a landmark 
achievement for regional theater in Los Angeles. It was the capstone production 
of the fiftieth anniversary season of Center Theatre Group, the city’s premier 
theatrical institution. Michael Ritchie, CTG’s artistic director, initially com-
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missioned the piece from Hwang for the 739-seat Mark Taper Forum. As the 
creative process unfolded, Hwang and especially Tesori argued that to realize 
the power of “the delivery system” of the musical form, the creative team 
needed a full, twenty-two-piece Broadway-sized orchestra. To his credit, Ritchie 
funded this expensive change and moved Soft Power to the two-thousand-seat 
Ahmanson. Snehal Desai, artistic director of East West Players, pointed to this 
leadership as crucial to the work’s development.

In this day and age, it’s always risky to produce a world premiere. . . . It’s particularly costly 
and risky to do a world premiere musical, and then to do something . . . at the Ahmanson 
was bold . . . particularly for a work that’s focused on the Asian American experience, as well 
as very political. The size of the Ahmanson—you’re looking at things that are more family 
friendly or commercial, and there was no assurance that this was going to be that way.22

Desai noted that Ritchie approached him about co-producing. EWP has a 
long history with Hwang—its theater is named after him, and its playwriting 
workshop is also named after him (I was in the first class). CTG and EWP 
also co-produced Hwang’s Yellow Face in 2007.

I said that I wanted it to be a true partnership between our organizations. I wasn’t interested 
in just something where they were going to take our mailing lists. . . . I wanted to have 
involvement in the process. I read early drafts. . . . David was open to . . . feedback, and I 
went to all of the previews and was involved in the preview process. . . . it’s been interesting 
for the intermingling of our audiences and our community . . . we did quite a bit of outreach. 
. . . We did a number of events during previews with David and with the cast . . . ’cause we 
were interested in bringing our community in . . . (and) having a conversation about it.23

For example, East West Players subscribers had access to meet and greets or 
post-show talk backs with the actors and were offered special rates on seats 
during previews. Immediately prior to Soft Power, EWP partnered with the 
Aratani Japanese Community and Cultural Center to produce Allegiance, 
George Takei’s musical about Japanese American incarceration. The community 
conversations were organized by both EWP and CTG and held in CTG space, 
bringing together artists, academics, and activists to foreground issues raised 
by both musicals, including race, representation/casting, and Orientalism.

The EWP–CTG partnership proved beneficial for both parties. East West 
Players, like most “ethnic” theaters, is smaller (classified as midsized) than ma-
jor regional theaters like the Taper. Smaller theaters tend to be underfunded, 
and those with an ethnic/racial focus are often too little known to audiences 
outside those specific communities. For EWP, the collaboration with CTG 
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represented the culmination of its season “The Company We Keep,” highlight-
ing co-productions with other theater companies. EWP gains visibility and the 
imprimatur of CTG, while CTG can attract audiences from the communities 
most directly addressed in Soft Power. For Center Theatre Group, the often 
problematic whiteness of regional theater was interrupted during this fiftieth 
anniversary season, commencing with a revival of Luis Valdez’s pioneering 
musical Zoot Suit and including work by the Latinx playwright Quiara Alegría 
Hudes, the Asian American playwright Rajiv Joseph, and the African American 
playwright Tarell McCraney. At last, even the grandest stages in Los Angeles 
reflected the city’s racial and cultural diversity. 

Soft Power will have its New York premiere at the Public Theater in the fall of 
2019. Its artistic director, Oskar Eustis, served as Soft Power’s dramaturg—a role 
he played for Hwang’s Yellow Face before the production moved to the Public. 
The Asian American themes, the satire of US politics, the work’s “explosion” 
of genre and dramatic convention, and the reversal of racial stereotyping make 
Soft Power a bold but risky choice for Broadway. Still, the lure of the irresist-
ible “delivery system” and the superb stagecraft, acting, and singing make it 
a potential crowd pleaser. World premiere musicals are financial gambles for 
the producers, especially in a work involving race, politics, and the upending 
of one’s comfortable aesthetic assumptions. 

Soft Power will likely undergo revision before it reaches the New York stage. 
This world premiere version was a highly significant intervention. Precisely 
because Soft Power was such a revelation—staging an Asian American view 
of race/casting, where whites were played by Asian Americans in blond wigs, 
where The King and I was turned on its head, where the libretto, music, and 
lyrics explicitly engaged debates about systems of government like democracy, 
socialism, communism—its creators succeeded in their intention to provoke 
debate and foster awareness of “another point of view,” arguably the mission 
of the arts, anthropology, and critical American studies.

Notes
 Thank you to David Henry Hwang, Snehal Desai, and Kendyl Ito for their time and their insights 

in our interviews, and to Jason Martin at Center Theatre Group for great opening night seats. To 
my theater companions Joyce Lu, Neetu Khanna, Traise Yamamoto, and Donatella Gallela: I warmly 
appreciate your camaraderie, intellectual acuity, and vibrant spirit. 
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