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STYLE

The tote bag epidemic

// BY LEONARDO CHUNG

The carryall's resurgence walks the line
between individuality anc conformity

I am sitting in the Beinecke. At
first, I notice the silence, then the
rare books locked behind glass. Fi-
nally, my eyes drift to the students
themselves. More specifically, what
they’ve brought with them, their
companions.

Tote bags. Everywhere.

Some resting on benches, some
slumping against the walls. Others
spilling open on the tables with their
contents on full display. One bag rests
as a placemat for a vanilla latte and
a copy of the New Yorker. Another
hangs square and shapely off the side
of an office chair, with “Shakespeare
& Company” stitched in blue. A third
drapes over the staircase railing: a
handout from the Yale University Art
Gallery at the Extracurricular Bazaar.

The tote bag has become Yale’s
most visible epidemic — its only
competition being the Yague. They
are the true Yale uniform, beating out
both the Campus Customs-stitched
Y sweater and the blazers that lay
around Bass Library post-interviews.
The bags swing off of shoulders from
Ashley’s to Atticus. While a backpack
suggests preparedness, and a purse
suggests commitment, tote bags ad-
vertise something entirely different:

akind of “effortless cool?”

“Ididn’t try, but notice how Ididn’t
try so perfectly,” the bags scream,
clinging onto their carriers’ linen
pants and knit sweaters. But that’s
the irony of it: the “effortless cool” so
confidently displayed by tote baggers
is meticulously staged. Every tote is
a coded message about the owner: a
science internship they completed
over the summer, an art museum they
just visited, even their favorite book
genre. Carrying a bookstore tote?
Respectable. Sporting a designer
tote bag? Either enviable or imprac-
tical, depending on the observer. A
Yale freebie? Slightly embarrassing,
unless it’s executed with enough de-
tachment. And for those who carry
plain, non-graphic totes? That might
be proud minimalism ... or a forgetful
person’s emergency purchase.

But epidemics beget competition,
and only the fittest — or most fash-
ionable — survive. Like fashion gurus,
tote bag carriers are constantly eval-
uating whether they’re over-toted or
under-toted. Suddenly, the humble
carryall has become a hierarchy. Be-
ing spotted carrying the same bag to
a seminar twice is now equivalent to
repeating an outfit. My friend, an avid

tote bagger, says she’s always worried
she’ll run into someone carrying the
same bag but better dressed.

Despite all their semantics and
semiotics, tote bags are universal
for a reason. The criterion for be-
coming a ubiquitous itemis prac-
ticality. Unlike leather satchels
and backpacks — which, for
some reason, have become far
too expensive these days, totes
are cheap and long-lasting. They
are sturdy enough for textbooks,
easy to clean and less cumbersome
than backpacks. And they still
satisfy a young, aspiring college
student’s most important style
requirement: self-expression.

So here in the Beinecke, surround-
ed by books older than the New
Yorker itself — let alone the tote bags
bearing its name — I am sure that
totes are here to stay. And as long as
we clutch these flimsy bags as though
they are part of our identity, they will
announce our arrival long before we
have the chance to speak.

Contact LEONARDO CHUNG at
leonardo.chung@yale.edu.
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PERSONAL ESSAY
‘White-washed’ is a gray area

When I'left the all-Asian community [ grew up in, becoming white-washecd
felt like an inevivability.

// BY CATHERINE CHENG

The word “white-washed”
gets thrown around a lot when
describing Asian girls. Do you
tan? Do you have highlights? Do
you have — god forbid — a white
boyfriend? You must hate your
culture! Come up and get a prize
and a Lunchable.

When I was little, I lived in
Fort Lee, N.J., an Asian bubble.
From my friends to my food, ev-
erything I came in contact with
was Asian. If going to a 90 per-
cent Asian school wasn’t cultur-
ally homogenous enough, I went
to Chinese school every Sunday.
Living there really had me think-
ing that Asians were the majority
in America.

Then, at 9 years old, I moved
to Tennessee and became the
only Asian kid in my school. As
a matter of fact, I was the first
Asian person most of my class-
mates had seen. All of a sud-
den, I couldn’t just melt into
the background anymore. My
existence itself stood out. I was
torn between trying to fit in and
sticking to my roots, because
before, sticking to my roots was
fitting in.

I first heard the term “white-
washed” at age 13, helping my
cousins with their English home-
work. “You're like a banana! Yel-
low on the outside, white on the
inside” Okay then, I thought, I
hope you guys slip on my peel
and die. What does that even
mean? I speak my language, I
love my food and I love my cul-
ture. Does liking English more
than math make me less Asian?
What does being Asian mean, if
not just my race? Yes, after living
in the South for a couple of years,
Ihad a balayage. My friends were
non-Asian. I certainly love me
some barbecue. But I never felt
less Asian because of any of that.

Somewhere along the way,
being an Asian girl who isn’t a
walking stereotype became syn-
onymous with being a traitor.

“White-washed” is now a pas-
sive-aggressive slap in the face
with a clear implication: you’re
not Asian enough. The colloquial
concept of white-washing is an
outdated, close-minded point
of view. What does it mean to be
Asian? Do you have to have pale
skin and dark hair? Ironically
enough, those who throw around

has put an even greater emphasis
on pale skin, and other eurocen-
tric standards. After coloniza-
tion, white features became sym-
bols of modernity, civilization
and beauty. Eurocentric features
such as big eyes, sharp noses and
double eyelids have been idolized
for decades now, in addition to
pale skin.

washed,” I knew that this was
meant in a negative context. Yet
for some strange reason, I didn’t
feel angry or hurt by these com-
ments. To me, it was merely an-
other statement of an observa-
tion: I know I look white-washed
and I know I have tan skin, just
the same way that I know that
the sky is blue. Maybe because

There’s no reason
to feel guilty
because you don't
fit into someone else’s
definition of

Asian-ness.

the word “white-washed” end up
doing the most harm to the ste-
reotype by reinforcing the idea
that there is only one way to be
Asian. If you’re now deciding
who is or isn’t “Asian enough,”
then congratulations! You are
now the colonizer. Nice job,
General MacArthur.

If anything, mainland East
Asian beauty standards are
white-washed: the result of a
history of colonizing. Pale skin
has always been a beauty stan-
dard in East Asia because it im-
plies that you are indoors and
thus do not have to work, which
indicates a higher social status.
However, Western imperialism

Every couple of years, my fam-
ily and I go to China to visit our
relatives. As someone who loves
being outdoors and sunbathing,
I will inevitably have a decent
tan. The bulk of this tanning
happened in ninth grade when I
joined the tennis team and spent
the majority of my time outside
on the courts. The first thing that
my relatives commented on when
I visited in 2021— after saying
how much they missed me, of
course — is that my skin had
gotten so tan. “You looked like a
country bumpkin!” and “I know
this really good skin-whitening
cream, let me give you some.”

Just like the term “white-

I understood both cultures and
their beauty standards, or maybe
because I just couldn’t care less.
Visiting China that year made
me realize that it doesn’t matter
what shade my skin is, what col-
or my hair is or what my favorite
subject is. I personally don’t feel
white-washed because I have
such a strong sense of connec-
tion to my heritage, but I don’t
feel hurt by being called white-
washed, either. I've grown up
close to my culture, and that
foundation has always helped
me explore spaces where West-
ern influences dominate without
losing my identity. I'll have pizza
for lunch and tomato-egg-rice
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for dinner. I'll wear a jade bangle
along with my enewton. I don’t
need to sell my Asian heritage to
be “normal,” but I also don’t have
to show up in a gipao to remain
culturally grounded.

Everyone is bound to absorb
their environment and integrate.
That doesn’t mean that they’re
losing who they are. They’re only
responding to their surround-
ings to better survive, connect
and thrive. For many Asian girls
growing up in America, adapt-
ing isn’t about rejection of their
own identities; it’s simply a re-
sult of growing up in a certain
place. Talking a certain way and
liking certain things isn’t be-
traying your ancestors. Call it
a survival mechanism to fit in
and feel safe, or call it a natural
acculturation. If you grow up in
America, you're bound to be at
least a little bit different from
those in the mainland, and that’s
no one’s fault. There’s no reason
to feel guilty because you don’t
fit into someone else’s defini-
tion of Asian-ness.

Being here at Yale especial-
ly has shown me, and should
show others, that Asian is not a
monolith. Yes, there are main-
land international students
who, at a glance, look like they
defy everything that I've talked
about in this article. But even
they have certain nuances and
traits that don’t fit cleanly in
these pseudo-imperialist box-
es. Labeling people as “white-
washed” erases the complexity
of growing up between cultures.
Cultural identity isn’t static: it
bends, grows and evolves. My
identity doesn’t end in black-
and-white — or vyellow. So
stop throwing around the word
“white-washed” like a slur and
go enjoy your Panda Express.

Contact CATHERINE CHENG at
catherine.cheng@yale.edu.

WEEKEND RECOMMENDS:
WEARING A VEST




