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Preface

Some twenty years ago at a meet-
ing of historians, I noted that
scholars who wrote about Asian Americans had concentrated on the
excluders rather than the excluded. Because I could read no Asian
languages, I assumed that I too would write “‘negative history” about
the immigrant generations of Asian Americans: that is, history that
recounted what was done to these immigrant peoples rather than what
they themselves did. My writing instead has tried to synthesize the
Asian American experience, examining and placing into perspective its
essential role in American history.

My background and training have focused on United States
history in general and immigration history in particular. As the son of
immigrants from Britain and Hungary, I began to study the Asian
component of our population when the accidents of academic logistics
took me to UCLA. There, as a twenty-nine-year-old veteran with
eastern and southern roots, I was trained by Theodore Saloutos, one
of the pioneers of immigration history and a specialist in Greek
American history. In an era that stressed consensus—and the notion of
the melting pot is perhaps the arch consensual notion—I was more
concerned with conflict and with ethnic and racial relations. In 1957
Theodore Saloutos suggested that I survey the literature dealing with
Asian immigration and the reactions it aroused. My subsequent
dissertation resulted in my first book, The Politics of Prejudice.

In writing about the first generation of Japanese in California,
whose principal language was Japanese, I recounted what had been
done to them, basing much of my work on the archival remains of
their most effective enemies, the California Progressives. Later [ wrote
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about the World War II incarceration of Japanese American people
and about the similar treatment of Japanese Canadians. Because
English was the principal language of this second or Nisei generation,
these later books took account of what this second generation had
themselves said and done.

Now, after a quarter of a century of dealing with the Asian Amer-
ican experience, I am attempting a different kind of book. My eatlier
works are monographic, based largely upon archival evidence. (A text,
co-authored with Harry H. L. Kitano, American Racism [1970],
presents a broad survey of California race relations and is, in a sense,
a pedagogical precursor to the present work.) The present book, while
it uses much archival evidence, attempts to synthesize the history of
Chinese and Japanese in this country and to treat their lives as integral
to the American mosaic. Such a synthesis is essential to a clear per-
spective not only on the ongoing, ever-widening Asian American im-
migrant experience but on the immigrant experience in general.

The timely and pressing need for such perspective has impelled
me to write even though there exists as yet no dense corpus of
scholarly books and articles based on expertise in pertinent areas of
history, economics, sociology, anthropology, and folklore. This being
true, is this book perhaps premature? Obviously I think not. It is
important that an attempt be made now to describe and interpret the
political and socioeconomic aspects of the Asian American experience,
at least of its two oldest and largest segments. What such a broad
focus sacrifices in detail, it gains in showing wider patterns and
relationships. For example, I would suggest that immigrants from Asia
had experiences parallel to those of their contemporaries from Europe.
I would also suggest that, despite certain similarities in their circum-
stances, the Chinese American and Japanese American experiences
have differed in significant ways, one from the other. Such perspective
is essential to a basic understanding of the recurring tensions within
our modern multiracial society.

The title of this book should not be misunderstood. When I speak
of “Asian America” or “Chinese America” and “Japanese America,”
I am not in any way suggesting that the persons who comprised them
were “un-American,” whatever that means. By such terms I mean
self-conscious, residentially concentrated communities of individuals,
much of whose daily business was conducted in the language of the
homeland and whose chief cultural impulses came from the society the
elders had left behind. Many immigrant groups in America have gone
through such a stage, but for most European immigrant groups that
stage has neither been of as long duration nor has its periodization
been so sharp and clear. The crispness of the periodization of both
Chinese and Japanese immigration is chiefly owing to the imposition
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of artificial restraints in the form of immigration restrictions by the
American government.

In my discussions of Chinese and Japanese Americans, I have
tried to stress the roles of individuals and to show something of the
variety of human experience that has existed—and still exists—among
Asian Americans. The persons upon whom I focus are not, almost by
definition, typical or representative, although I have tried, by use of
statistics and tables, to provide representative data. All too often,
those who write about “people without history” wind up writing
history without people. That, at least, is not the case here.

This book will, I hope, cause historians and others to reconsider
the broad patterns of the Asian American experience as they apply to
our present and future course as a society. Although the major ethnic
divisions in American life are and have been European, and although
the major racial stress has been white/black, the Asian element in our
history has been more significant than its place in textbooks and
general histories would suggest. There is need for further scholarly
work, and this book will, I hope, suggest a number of topics to be
pursued. Much remains to be said on the role of Chinese Americans.
A brilliant monograph by Sucheng Chan, This Bittersweet Soil: The
Chinese in California Agriculture, 1860—r1910 (University of Califor-
nia Press, 1986), goes well beyond my remarks on the economics of
nineteenth-century Chinese America. More such studies are needed.
Also, my description of urban Japanese America before Pearl Harbor
looks largely at Seattle and Los Angeles and draws on superior work
by Frank Miyamoto and John Modell. More material is needed about
the third major urban center of Japanese America—San Francisco—
but no comparable study exists as yet for that city.

This book was written, for the most part, between 1975 and
1985. Two ongoing matters—the Vincent Chin case and redress—
have been updated, and I have added to the bibliography some titles
published as late as 1987.

I'hope that specialists in Asian American history and culture will,
in general, approve the result here, but this book is not written solely
with them in mind. Intended as a catalyst, it is directed as well to
historians and other students, professional and lay, of American life. If
this book serves its purpose, much of it will be rendered obsolete by
new work. This is the natural fate of any synthesis; in the words of
Stephen Vincent Benét, I would hope that

- . . the dry bones littered by the way
May still point giants to their golden prey.

R.D.
May 1988
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Introduction

The Significance
of the Asian American

Experience

According to the census of 1980
there were 3.5 million Asian
Americans in the United States, about 1.5 percent of the total
population. This was the first time in history that the Asian American
population had amounted to as much as 1 percent of the total.
Numerical incidence, however, does not necessarily indicate relative
importance. The burden of this book, which treats systematically only
the two pioneer Asian American groups, is that the immigration and
acculturation of Asians has been much more significant in the history
of the United States than their relative numbers would indicate.
Examination of the unique experiences of Chinese and Japanese
Americans gives a different and instructive perspective to more
universal questions concerning the nature of the immigrant experience
and the role of race and ethnicity in American life.

To examine the Asian American experience involves, among
other things, looking at American history the “wrong way”; that is,
from west to east rather than from east to west. Most American
history, quite properly, focuses on the Atlantic migration and its
consequences; the emphasis here will be on the Pacific. Even the
question of the frontier—since the time of Frederick Jackson Turner,
a crucial nexus for those concerned with American civilization—
assumes an entirely different cast when viewed from a Pacific perspec-
tive. The standard approach views the frontier as an internal zone
moving relentlessly from the Cumberland Gap to South Pass and
beyond. But among westerners, particularly Californians, a defensive
rather than expansive frontier psychology often developed. Although
Californians dreamed of expansion, territorial and commercial, ever




