Good Girl / Bad Girl

Good Girls: “They can turn the world on with a smile!”

Bad Girls: “She needs a spanking, [and] she wants.”

-Sandra Tsing Loh, Return of Doris Day

The roles of women in the United States have many similarities to the roles of Asian women. Women in the United States are quite often portrayed in films, usually by men, as either good girl or bad girl, rarely ever in-between. This is often the case with Asian women as well. There are also noticeable similarities in defining good girl / bad girl roles in both “American” and Asian women. According to Sandra Tsing Loh, author of The Return of Doris Day, the American good girl can be described as being “spunky,” confident, “busy and purposeful;” while the American bad girl frequently engages in “smoking pot and swimming nude,” as well as, “sleeping with men on the first date.” According to Jessica Hagedorn, author of Asian Women in Film: No Joy, No Luck, good Asian girls are often portrayed as “childlike, submissive, silent and eager for sex;” and the bad Asian girl is usually portrayed as a “demonized, dragon lad[y]—cunning, deceitful, sexual provocateur.” At its core, the ideas behind the good girl / bad girl images of both American and Asian women have many similarities.

Within the writings of both Sandra Tsing Loh (The Return of Doris Day) and Jessica Hagedorn (Asian Women in Film: No Joy, No Luck), there are noticeable similarities on what the traditional “good girl” is expected to be, regardless of whether she is American or Asian. This suggests that the basic idea behind the “good girl” images within both essays can be applied to the roles of women of all races. However, what are the roles and responsibilities expected of women in society today. Loh writes in The Return of Doris Day that women in the American society, if they are to be considered a modern “good girl,” should be “fresh, natural, [and] confident,” as well as “spunky, virginal, [and] busy with purposeful activity.” However, Loh also shows that traditionally, the good girl has been portrayed as someone who never questions the status quo, usually does what is expected, and is “poor at political analysis,” Hagedorn writes in Asian Women in Film: No Joy, No Luck that the stereotypical good Asian girl is “childlike, submissive, silent,” subservient to men, her intelligence is underestimated, and she is often portrayed as a housekeeper. While the more modern traits of Loh’s “good girl” image are not present within Hagedorn’s image of the stereotypical good Asian girl; most of the traditional characteristics of the good American girl are present within the good Asian girl. As another example, according to Loh the “good girl” is portrayed as always does what is expected and usually is drawn to doing more traditional things, which includes housekeeping and submitting to her husband. According to Hagedorn, this is the pinnacle of what most male filmmakers like to portray Asian women. Good Asian women are depicted as always doing what is expected of her, which is to be submit to her man, try to please him, and do all the work around the house. Therefore, the common views of what a “good girl” should be within in society are very similar to both American and Asian women, and undoubtedly can be applied to women of most races.

While there are evident similarities between the “good girl” images of American women, in The Return of Doris Day, and Asian women, in Asian Women in Film: No Joy, No Luck; however the similarities between the “bad girl” images within both essays are even more noticeable. What is a bad girl? According to Loh, a bad girl is one with “out-of-control hormones,” who does “strange erratic things” and “uses sex for everything” (The Return of Doris Day). On the same line, Hagedorn states that the stereotypical bad Asian girl is considered an object of desire, maintaining her image as a “sex goddess” and a sexual provocateur. Furthermore, Loh’s bad girl is constantly partying, doing drugs, and even engaging in prostitution. Hagedorn shows that this is also evident within the bad Asian girl, with her example from the movie World of Suzie Wang. This movie is about a hardworking Asian girl, who out of the need to support herself, engages in prostitution within “a bar patronized by white sailors,” she is portrayed as a “cute, giggling, dancing, sex machine” (Asian Women in Film: No Joy, No Luck). Finally, Loh depicts the bad American girl as one who always engages in doing erratic things. Hagedorn also shows this within the bad Asian girl, by describing her as a demon lady, always cunning and deceitful. 

The good girl / bad girl images are similar within both the roles of American women and Asian women. The more traditional qualities of Loh’s good girl / bad girl are ever present within Hagedorn’s discussed stereotypes on Asian women. Therefore, it is reasonable that these similarities can be applied to women of all races. Commonly within our society men view most women as either really good, always doing what they should, never speaking out of term, and being somewhat subservient. Or as a bad girl, someone they can use for pleasure or someone who will probably hurt them. This view of women is also similar in other societies.

