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Introduction

The ethnic composition of the United States has changed continuously over
the last two centuries. Driven by economic, political, and social motives,
millions of immigrants have arrived from all over the world. During the
nineteenth century, early immigrants came mainly from Europe and Africa,
followed by an increasing number of Hispanics in the twentieth century. The
history and present situation of these ethnic groups, such as the Europeans,
Blacks and Hispanics, is well-documented in literature and scholarly studies.
Not as well documented is a smaller and less visible immigrant group, the
Asians, and in particular the Chinese. Their unobtrusive, low-profile attitude
does not place them in the immediate spotlight. Their number and influence
seems, however, to be growing strongly, which may signal a new shift in the
ethnic composition of the United States, especially in the twenty-first
century.

It is thus the aim of this study to draw a complete picture of the Chinese
Americans, from their early immigration in the mid-nineteenth century until
the present day. The study also explains the social and political backgrounds
of the Chinese emigration from China, Hong Kong and Taiwan, and analyzes
the influence of the Chinese economic development on migration patterns,
including the effects of the current economic boom. The main centers of
Chinese immigration, California and the San Francisco Bay Area in
particular, and New York, are the major focus areas of the study. Detailed
statistics about immigrant figures will be presented and analyzed based on
the historical, cultural, and political background, as well as economic,
gender, and social factors—among others. Two centuries of United States’
immigration laws will be reviewed in detail, with a particular emphasis on
anti-Chinese legislation.

Based on these immigration data and the underlying legislation, a close
look at Chinese settlements throughout the United States will be taken, from
the mid-nineteenth century Chinatown in San Francisco to the suburban
migration patterns at the beginning of the twenty-first century. An analysis of
Chinese Americans in all States over the past 150 years will be presented to
evaluate settlement patterns and developments over the entire historical
period.

The educational and professional situation of the Chinese Americans
will be studied thereafter, and compared to mainstream America and the
other major ethnic groups: White, Black and Hispanic. The integration of the
Chinese Americans will then be presented, from local social activities to their
national political engagement, from arts to music and sports, politics to
economics, a broad spectrum of activities of the Chinese Americans will be
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studied to draw a detailed picture about their past and present situation in the
United States.

Based on the findings over the past 150 years, future trends and
perspectives will be outlined, and, in particular, the role of the Chinese
Americans in the Pacific Rim business sector will be discussed.

My interest in China and the Chinese began in the early 1980s, when I
had the chance to take up a teaching position in Tianjin. During two years in
mainland China, I met several Chinese Americans who made their first trip to
their ancestors’ country . They were unable to communicate in Chinese and
tried desperately to understand the habits and life of their ancestors. At that
time I asked myself about the story of these Chinese living in the United
States, a question I have researched ever since. This book conveys the
essence of two decades of research of and experiences with Chinese
Americans. It provides a complete and detailed overview of Chinese America
in the twenty-first century from an impartial, European perspective.

Since my first encounter in China, the situation of Chinese Americans
has changed significantly and become much more diversified. The dramatic
economic and political changes in China, which may well become the
world’s largest economy within a few decades, have had a strong influence
on this change. Bilateral relations between China and the United States
during the twenty-first century will therefore shape the global economy and
both societies. Chinese Americans may provide a crucial interface for these
two distinct cultures in the future. At only one percent of the United States
population, Chinese Americans are still a relatively small minority, although
one with many facets and stereotypes. This study will analyze their historic
and present situation in detail, including their influence on mainstream
America and the United States of the twenty-first century.
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1. CHINESE EMIGRATION TO CALIFORNIA
FROM 1848 UNTIL 1924

Changes within Classical Chinese Society
Dissolution of Social Hierarchies

Over millennia, the Chinese saw their country as the center of civilization.
This view, as well as its solid social structures offered little potential for
influence from outside or for internal changes. First, the Chinese Emperors
were not interested in diplomatic contacts with the West and second, there
was no substantial interest in western products, which might have equaled
the extensive demand for Chinese products. In a country with silver currency,
foreign currencies were in little demand (Fairbank, 1998, 141-2; Perkins,
1999, 111). From a western viewpoint, therefore, major barriers existed at the
beginning of the nineteenth-century for the development of economic
relations.

To understand the eventual beginning of changes resulting from foreign
influence around the middle of the nineteenth-century, one must initially look
at the classical structure of Chinese society. Since state and society achieve
almost religious status, the following will first show the ideal and second the
actual association. Results from Sinology as an important medium for
understanding the primary situation of Chinese immigrants to the United
States has in the past only been touched upon superficially, if at all.'
Confucianism was the state doctrine from the beginning of the Han-Dynasty
(206 B.C.—A.D. 220) until the end of the empire (1911). The reasons for this
continuity are closely related to the relative stability of Chinese social
structures. Family and tribe were the basic elements of state structure within
the Confucian view and also the nucleus of society. The smallest element,
therefore, was not the individual, but the family, which outlives its members
(Levy, Marion, 1986, 47).

The value the family had within the philosophical Confucian system can
be recognized from the five virtues, which are described in the Book of
Changes (I Ching; pinyin: Yijing). For Confucius, a person becomes noble
not by birth but through developing five virtues: humanity (ren), ri%ht-
eousness (i), proper conduct (/7), wisdom (zhi), and trustworthiness (xin).

! As I state in my Magister thesis about dangerous misperceptions about the Chinese in the
United States: “Any integration should be seen not only from an American but also Chinese
perspective to reveal disturbances in the hosting society.” Zinzius, 1988, 11.

? For further details see Huang, 1998. The teachings of Confucius (pinyin: Kongfuzi) remain
influential in China and parts of Asia, especially Taiwan, Singapore, Japan, Korea and
Vietnam.



