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The heart of Chinatown, this scene depicts the contrasts of the neighborhood:

shopping conveniences poised against crowding that runs three-persons deep. On
weekends, pedestrians maneuver to a slow and jagged crawl. In 1985, Orangeland,
the buildings on this corner that housed 195 Chinese immigrant families and
elderly, was slated for demolition. Market-rate condominiums were to take its
place. In order to preserve the existing housing, the San Francisco Board of
Supervisors voted against the zoning change required for the condominium devel-
opment. 1985. (Photograph by Craig Lee, courtesy of the San Francisco Examiner,
copyright © San Francisco Examiner/Craig Lee.) Reprinted by permission.
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Depicting the starkness of some of Chinatown’s interiors, this girl’s play area consists
of a broom, broken chair, garbage pail, crate, and paint cans. Conspicuously absent
are toys, curtains, or pictures to grace the windows and walls. 1976. (Photograph
courtesy of Pok-Chi Lau.) Reprinted by permission.



i i

Acknowledgments

This work represents an effort to put the study of ethnic minorities within the
vortex of empirical study and to reduce the myopia of traditional research
with regard to cultural and ethnic diversity. I am grateful to those who
worked for the Chinatown Housing and Health Research Project (CHHRP)
and to those who helped me on this odyssey of three phases: (1) the research
and field work, (2) data analysis and write-up, and (3) completion of the text.
Different persons contributed to each phase.

A grant from the Center for the Study of Work and Mental Health of the
National Institute of Mental Health funded the project from 1979 to 1982. 1
would like to acknowledge Elliot Liebow and Maury Lieberman of that
center for their support. Faculty and staff at the Survey Research Center at
the University of Michigan gave generously of their consultant skills; thanks
go to Carlos Arce, Gerald Gurin, the late Steven B. Withey, Robert Groves,
Robert Santos, Robert W. Marans, and James Jackson. Connie Young Yu,
Ben Tong, Fae Ng, and Reiko True contributed to portions of the grant
proposal, and Judy Woo was indispensable to the entire functioning of phase
one. I am very grateful to our Board of Community Directors——Dr. Rolland
Lowe, Dr. Cecilia Johnson, Dr. Ernest Wu, Henry Der, and Dan Richardi for
their advice and support. An additional mention for Dr. Cecilia Johnson,
who generously provided us with office space in our first year, when we had
no funds for rent; without this, our project could not have been community
based. I would also like to acknowledge the help of David Tong, Leung Yee,
Jeanne Kwong, Angela Jeong, Elizabeth Harvey, Valerie Wong, Tony Lam,



Al

xvi - Acknowledgments

Kam Wong, Kathy Fong, Philip Fisher, Philip Choy, Linda Wang, Lulu
Mebelitini, Lois Scott, and the staff at the San Francisco Department of City
Planning.

A special acknowledgment is due to the interviewers, without whom the
survey could not have been carried out: Lincoln Lin, Salome Tong, Angie
Lee, Layton Doung, David Tong, Winnie Suen, Kitty Tsui, Andrew Lau,
and Angela Jeong. Their descriptive impressions of selected interviews intro-
duce each chapter. Authors of these vignettes include: Angela Jeong for
“Death of a Candy Store,” Lincoln Lin for “Immigration Laws Ruined My
Life,” Layton Doung for “From Teacher to Seamstress” and “Very Bitter,”
Winnie Suen for “To Start All Over,” Andrew Lau for “His Parents’ Dream,”
Kitty Tsui for “His Health Problem,” Salome Tong for “Lost Almost Every-
thing,” Lincoln Lin for “To Be a Man in My Next Life,” and Angie Lee for
“My Fate to be Unmarried.” At the interviewers’ request that I experience
what they had to brave, I conducted one interview: “Noisy, Crowded Neigh-
borhood” was written by this author. I edited the vignettes for clarity and,
where necessary, to disguise respondents’ identities.

For phase two, I’d like to give special thanks to Don Mar, who handled the
data analyses and contributed invaluably to the spirit and functioning of
CHHRP; I am particularly grateful to Don, whose years of patient commit-
ment and help on this project were essential to the completion of this work. I
also wish to thank Connie Young Yu and Paul Ong who, with Don, were
important contributors to the write-up and interpretation of portions of the
research. All three read through early chapter drafts and offered helpful
suggestions. A grant from the San Francisco Foundation in 1986 helped
provide funding support for the write-up of two sections of this text, and a
grant from the Asian American Studies Research Center and the Institute of
American Cultures at the University of California at Los Angeles in 1985—
1987 provided clerical and research assistant funds. I'd like to thank Jane
Bitar, Judy Chan, and UCLA’s Social Science Manuscript Typing Service.

For phase three, I wish to thank Stephen Haynes for his encouragement
and editing suggestions; to Steve Owyang, Robert Bechtel, Martin Wong,
Lowell Chun Hoon, Maria Root, and Ron Johnson, I am most grateful for
their helpful editing suggestions and insightful comments. Steven G. Doi
provided me with the rare books needed for writing chapter two; Richard
Wada helped me with photograph selections; Crystal Huie and Pok Chi Lau
offered descriptive captions for their stunning photographs; Jody Carpenter
was helpful in securing photograph permissions from the San Francisco Chroni-
cle; Sharaine Lum and Julie Minami assisted in the clerical tasks of the write-
up; and John Liu and librarians at the Chinatown branch of the San Fran-
cisco Library, Asian American Studies library at UC Berkeley, and the Social
Science reference desk at the University of Hawaii library helped me secure
obscure reference citations. Finally, thank you to Gary Okihiro and Mari
Matsuda for their encouragement and Wes Senzaki for creating our CHHRP
logo.



Contents

Tables and Figures

Vignettes of Interviews

Acknowledgments

1
2

Researching Ethnic Minority Populations

Heartland of Gold: A Historical Overview
Chalsa M. Loo and Connie Young Yu

The Nature of Community and Desired Residential
Mobility

Neighborhood Satisfaction: Development versus
Preservation

Crowding: Perceptions, Attitudes, and Consequences

Language Acquisition, Cultural Shift, and the English-
Only Movement

Chalsa M. Loo with Paul Ong

Pulse on Chinatown: Health Status and Service Use

ix
xiii

XV

31

39

75
95

117

145



viii - Contents

8 “Too Bloated with Misery to Eat a Salted Bean”: Mental
Health Status and Attitudes

9 Slaying Demons with a Sewing Needle: Gender Differences
and Women’s Status

10 “Fook, Look, Sow”: Quality of Life
Chalsa M. Loo and Don Mar

11 Conclusion

Appendix A The Interview Schedule

Appendix B The Research Method and Sampling
References

Index

165

189
213

241

253
327
345
361



Tables and Figures

TABLES

1.1

2.1

2.2

3.1

3.2
4.1

4.2
4.3
4.4
5.1

5.2
5.3
5.4

Asian or Pacific Islander Resident Population by State: 1990
and 1980

Sex and Nativity of the Chinese Population in the United
States, 1860—1970

Asian/Pacific Islander and Total Population in San Francisco
Chinatown: 1970 and 1980

Neighborhood “Goodness” for Elderly, Teenagers, and
Children

Analyses for Desired Residential Mobility

Neighborhood Satisfaction for Chinatown and the United
States

Qualities of an Ideal Neighborhood
Analyses for Neighborhood Satisfaction
Analyses for Neighborhood Safety

Population Density in San Francisco Chinatown for 1970 and
1980

Attitudes toward Crowding
Attitudes toward Crowding by Place of Birth

Analyses for Perceptions of Crowdedness of Chinatown

47

51

64
68

78
79
84
86

100
102
104
108



X

5.5
6.1
6.2

6.3

6.4

6.5

6.6

71

7.2

7.3
8.1

8.2
8.3
8.4
9.1
9.2

10.1

10.2

10.3

10.4

10.5

10.6

B.1

B.2

il el

Tables & Figures

Analyses for Dwelling Crowding
Claims of Bilingual Advocates and English-Only Advocates

Language Shift Patterns of the U.S. Chinese: San Francisco
Chinatown Chinese and U.S. Foreign-Born Chinese

English Language Skills and Level of Competence of Chinese-
Speaking Adults in Chinatown

Percentage of Language Group Immigrants Arriving in Various
Periods

Foreign-Born Persons in the United States by Country of Birth,
Citizenship Status, and Period of Arrival

Number of Persons by Language Group Who Speak a
Language Other Than English at Home, Number and Percent
Who Speak English Less Than “Very Well”

Self-Reported Health Status: Chinatown and the United States
Analyses for Health Status
Analyses for Number of Times Seen a Doctor in the Past Year

Langner 22-Item Screening Test Distributions for Chinatown
and Midtown Manhattan Surveys

Ways of Coping with Problems

Ways of Handling Frustrations or Problems in Life
Ways of Handling Symptoms

Women’s Perceptions of Attributes of Their Jobs

Chi-Square Analyses of Individual-System Blame Items by
Gender

Life Satisfaction: Comparisons between Chinatown Residents,
Blacks, and the United States

Cantril’s Self-Anchoring Scale for Chinatown and the United
States

Comparison of Distributions for General Affect: Chinatown and
the United States

Life Happiness and Life Satisfaction: Chinatown and the
United States

Comparison of U.S. and Chinatown Distributions for
Satisfaction in Domains of Life

Rank Order and Regression Coefficients for Variables by
Sample and Measure in Predicting Life Satisfaction

Total Population and Asian/Pacific Islander Population for
Chinatown Census Tracts, 1980

Chinatown Census Tracts: Percentage of Chinatown Population
Represented in the Sample Compared to the Census

110
121

123

128

134

135

136

153

155
159

174
176
177
181
196

203

218

219

222

224

231

233

336

337



i

Tables & Figures

B.3 Comparison of Respondent Characteristics of the Chinatown
Sample with the 1980 U.S. Census
FIGURES
1.1 Chinese Population: United States and by State, 1900-1990
1.2 Major Neighborhoods and Landmarks
2.1 The Chinese Quarter: 1850 and 1860
2.2 Census Tracts within Greater Chinatown
6.1 Language Use among Chinatown Residents
6.2 English-Speaking Ability by Age at Time of Immigration
6.3 English-Literate Ability by Age at Time of Immigration
6.4 Orthographic Examples for Indo-European and Asian
Languages
10.1 Mean Scores for Chinatown and the United States for Cantril’s
Ladder of Life Satisfaction
B.1 Cover of Chinatown Resource Book
B.2 Index Page of Chinatown Resource Book
B.3 Map from Chinatown Resource Book

Xi

342

17
33
52
122
129
130

137

220
329
330
331



L4

Vignettes of Interviews

Death of a Candy Store 2
Immigration Laws Ruined My Life 30
From Teacher to Seamstress 58
To Start All Over 74
Noisy, Crowded Neighborhood 94
His Parents’ Dream 116
His Health Problem 144
Lost Almost Everything 164
To Be a Man in My Next Life 188
My Fate to Be Unmarried 212

Very Bitter 240



Approaching a neat, orderly room in one of the low-income residential hotels, this is
the home of a dignified man in his 90s who lives alone. Even with no place to go, this
well-groomed man dresses in a three-piece suit, a behavior that is characteristic of
many men in his generation. From his sole window he has a full view of a brick wall,
quite common for many rooms in Chinatown. With the natural light from his window,
he reads the daily Chinese newspaper. This man is proudly self-sufficient and is
content to live in Chinatown. 1984. (Photograph courtesy of Crystal K. D. Huie.)
Reprinted by permission.




Death of a Candy Store

I walked in sight of my assigned address, then realized this was no stranger’s home but a
Samiliar place from my past. Not less than seven years ago, this address represented every
child’s dream—an unthinkable variety of gum, candy, and affordable toys. Better yet, it
was all within a kid’s arm’s reach. The candy store was a very small cubicle, crowded and
overstocked with every conceivable type of cavity-creating edible. It had the latest in candy,
baseball card packages, and an unrelenting count of water pistols.

I approached the doorway only to see that much had changed. Its faded, peeling green
exterior, and the rusted and outdated “Things Go Better With Coke” sign were not
reminiscent of the flourishing candy shop I once knew. I knocked because I could find no
doorbell. Quickly, a middle-aged man came to the door dressed in his mein knop (cotton
Jjacket), tall hi (Chinese slippers), and extremely worn-out pants.

I identified myself and asked if he had received our letter. He said “yes,” then
immediately asked if the Chinatown Housing and Health Research Project (CHHRP)
had anything to do with preventing private businesses or corporations from buying out the
“little people.” He was fearful that his residency might be in jeopardy. I said that this
interview could indirectly help him but that CHHRP was not directly involved in
preventing corporate buy-outs. Curious about our study, he welcomed me in anyway.

While entering, I noticed two walls still lined with shelves. But no candy now occupied
the space. Instead, canned goods, old clothing, boxed games, and other storage materials
appeared. A bunch of fabric lay in a pile by a sewing machine. The floor was concrete,
showing little attempt to make the converted home cozy. I wondered if this was a candy
shop converted into a home or a home awkwardly pieced together by remnants from the
candy shop.

This respondent was an educated man who felt he was constantly waging an uphill
battle. He didn’t know what to do. Calling his job a “treadmill existence,” he felt in a
rut. Life had become too much of a routine; it lacked purpose or meaning.

He and his wife couldn’t communicate. He only understood Chinese but couldn’t speak
it. She only spoke Chinese. He was extremely Americanized, while she was traditionally
Chinese. He felt his wife expressed only disappointment in him and in the grim life they

JSaced. He was forced to close down his store because of a triple increase in rent over a 10-
year period. With the income he and his wife brought in, they could barely pay the bills
and had nothing to save. Inflation and rent hikes were his unbeatable foes.

Upon concluding the interview, I thanked him for being so candid and open. He looked
down at the floor, shook his head, and said, “I didn’t think it would be such a grueling
experience.”
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Researching Ethnic Minority Populations

Chinatown, San Francisco stands as the birthplace of Asian America and is
one of the longest standing ethnic communities in the United States. This
crowded, low-income community exists in the midst of abundant wealth and
is visited by roughly 5,000 tourists per day. Within this community live
31,000 Chinese Americans, only part of some 60 million persons of color in
this nation. This book provides social science research data about this histor-
ic community and its people. The portrayal, which combines scholarly and
personal contexts, provides an understanding of the life problems, concerns,
perceptions, and needs of a major segment of the Chinese American popula-
tion. The research tests existing hypotheses about Asian Americans, corrects
erroneous stereotypes, enlarges our empirical base of knowledge in order to
train human service professionals to work with persons of color, and provides
relevant data for policy planning and service delivery. By addressing key
research issues relevant to Chinatown residents, the book also raises issues
that are relevant to other low-income and ethnic minority populations.

This work documents a distinctive American community from an inter-
disciplinary perspective that incorporates psychology, sociology, urban stud-
ies, ethnic studies, community studies, history, women’s studies, and linguis-
tics. Within the field of psychology, this work bridges clinical, environmental,
community, and social psychology. Methodologically, the work represents a
model of quantitative, multidomain interview sample survey research, a form
of' scientific inquiry that is well suited to assessing the beliefs and perceptions of
a population.



