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Preface

The 2000 United States Census identified Asian Americans as the fastest growing
racial population within the United States. The classification “Asian American,’
however, did not exist before the 1960s. During the social movements of the late
1960s and 1970s, students, activists, and scholars began using the term to promote
solidarity among people of Asian ancestry. Programs in Asian American Studies,
the first of which was founded in 1968, as well as early scholarship, often em-
phasized a common history of struggle by primarily Chinese and Japanese immi-
grants and their descendants. Beginning in the 1980s, research began to uncover
the histories of Korean Americans, Filipino Americans, Southeast Asians, South
Asians, Hawaiians, and mixed race individuals. More recent studies have analyzed
the diversity within ethnic groups and sources of conflict and cooperation among
Asian American groups and between them and other racialized peoples. Now Asian
American history is a burgeoning field that includes studies on ethnicity, migra-
tion, politics, economy, work, class, legal issues, community, families, education,
religion, gender, sexuality, and culture.

Major Problems in Asian American History invites readers to explore this dra-
matic growth in excellent scholarship through primary and secondary sources on
the rich and diverse history of Asian Americans. Our main goal in this volume is
to join the recent wave of new perspectives and scholarship about Asians in Ameri-
can history with the enduring insights of earlier studies. We are not simply show-
casing new interpretations or preserving classic ones. Rather, we seek to bring old
and new points of view into dialogue with each other to encourage a more compre-
hensive understanding of the past. And so it is that the reader will find essays
written by Ronald Takaki, Sucheng Chan, Roger Daniels, and other prominent his-
torians in the same volume as those of younger scholars such as Mae Ngai, Lili Kim,
Rhacel Salazar Parrenas, and Sandhya Shukla. Likewise, essential documents, in-
cluding the original Chinese Exclusion Act (1882) and General John L. DeWitt’s
rationale for Japanese American internment (1942), are put alongside less conven-
tional primary sources, such as ethnic press articles and unpublished oral histories
that offer intimate views of Asian American agency. And perhaps most important,
we have stretched this diversity of documents and essays across the entire chronol-
ogy of U.S. history, from the eighteenth to the twenty-first centuries.

In addition to expanding the boundaries of what is considered Asian American
history, we took great pains to encourage the comparative analysis of ethnic groups
and individual experiences, paying particular attention to the significance of gender,
geographical region, and economic, political, and cultural conditions. In each chap-
ter we have made it a point to include documents and essays that focus on a wide
variety of Asian American experiences, while at the same time making sure that the

XV
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leading groups and issues in the designated period remain central. We performed this
same balancing act to ensure that the voices and experiences of women and Asian
Americans outside the West Coast were validated and included in the understanding
and analysis of the Asian American past. The book is also organized so that compar-
isons can be made across different time periods. For example, the post-1965 migra-
tions highlighted in chapter 11 can be compared with the nineteenth century labor
migrations addressed in chapter 2, while the examination of Asian American culture
in chapter 14 can be read fruitfully against the earlier formations of “Orientalism”
that are the subject of chapter 6. In a similar way, the recent Asian American political
activism presented in chapter 13 can be compared with the early twentieth century
political struggles for and against immigration exclusion at home and imperialism
abroad, which are taken up by chapters 4 and 5, respectively.

The first half of the book (chapters 1-8), prepared by Lon Kurashige, covers the
period from the late 1700s to America’s entry into World War Il in 1942. Early chap-
ters explore the impact of U.S.—China trade relations and Japan’s world status on per-
ceptions of Asian immigrants. Students can compare the independence campaigns of
Hawaiian, Filipino, Indian, and Korean nationalists. We examine the experiences of
nineteenth century plantation workers, agricultural laborers, miners, prostitutes, and
debates about the causes and consequences of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882. A
chapter on early twentieth century popular culture includes a discussion of “yellow
peril” imagery, representations of sexuality, and the tremendous influence of popu-
lar author Pearl S. Buck. Another chapter analyzes the cooperation manifested in
interethnic and interracial marriages and the confrontations between Japanese im-
migrant farmers and Filipino immigrant laborers in the California Delta. We end the
first half of the book with a chapter on the different memories of childhood and
views of Americanization for second generation Asian Americans who came to age
before the 1940s.

The second half of the book (chapters 9-15), prepared by Alice Yang Murray,
examines the period during and after America’s participation in World War II.
Selections address debates about Japanese American cooperation or resistance
with World War II internment policies and the impact of the “red scare” on Asian
American labor movements and ethnic communities. We look at how Asian Amer-
ican communities have been transformed by the influx of new immigrants follow-
ing the Immigration Act of 1965, the arrival of refugees from Southeast Asia and
China, and changing relations with other racial groups, including conflict between
African Americans and Korean immigrants during the Los Angeles riot of 1992. A
chapter on pan-ethnic coalitions includes a celebration of 1960s “yellow power,”
a satire of sexism in the Asian American movement, a report on anti-Asian violence
in the 1980s, criticism of Asian “settler privilege” by Hawaiian sovereignty ac-
tivists, and the mobilization to defend Los Alamos scientist and “accused spy” Wen
Ho Lee. A chapter on contemporary culture explores charges that Asian American
authors have misrepresented Asian American culture and communities, the rise of
Asian American hip-hop artists, and the influence of Hong Kong Cinema. We end
the book with a discussion of globalization, the changing demography of Asian
America, assaults on South Asian Americans after the attack on the World Trade
Center on September 11, 2001, and the relationship between the growing multi-
racial population and traditional ethnic and racial communities.
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This book follows the same general format as other volumes in the Major
Problems in American History series. Each chapter includes a short introduction
that provides general historical context, a selection of primary documents, and two
to three essays. Headnotes to the document and essay sections explain the historical
themes and interpretive issues in the selections. We provide a “Further Reading” list
at the end of each chapter for students interested in additional research.

Many people have helped in the preparation of this volume. We are grateful to
the colleagues who gave us thematic and bibliographic suggestions: Lili M. Kim,
Hampshire College; Sandhya Shukla, Columbia University; Judy Yung, University
of California at Santa Cruz; Xiaojian Zhao, University of California at Santa Bar-
bara; Lori Pierce, Wabash University; Yong Chen, University of California at Irvine;
Karen Leong, Arizona State University; Paul Spickard, University of California at
Santa Barbara; K. Scott Wong, Williams College; Moon-Ho Jung, University of
Washington; and Emily Lawsin, University of Michigan at Ann Arbor.

Alice Yang Murray thanks the Committee on Research at the University of
California at Santa Cruz for funding research assistance by Hiroyuki Matsubara
and Joel Wilson. The talented staff at Houghton Mifflin deserves special mention.
We could never have completed this book without the editorial support of Jean Woy,
Frances Gay, Martha Rogers, Reba Libby, Kendra Johnson, and Marcy Lunetta.
We also received helpful advice from Thomas G. Paterson, editor of the Major
Problems series. Finally, we express our deep gratitude to our families for their en-
couragement and understanding as we completed this book. Lon Kurashige thanks
Anne Cherian Kurashige for her unfailing support and Cole and Reid Kurashige,
who along with their mother, have made all the hard work put into this book worth-
while. Alice Yang Murray thanks Steve Murray and David Yang-Murray for inspir-
ing and sustaining her throughout this project.

We welcome comments, suggestions, and criticisms from students and instruc-
tors so that we can continue to improve this book.

LK
AY.M.
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CHAPTER

Framing Asian

American History

€

Studying Asians in American history is both an old and a new endeavor. It is

old in that early in the twentieth century, social scientists began to document the
experiences of Asian immigrants in seeking to explain their tumultuous impact on
American society. Sociologists, who by profession were concerned with the negative
effects of the nation’s rapid urbanization, were especially interested in figuring out
how such small numbers of these newcomers could provoke intense and widespread
racial fears fueling anti-Asian massacres, immigration exclusions, prohibitions
against Asians becoming American citizens, and other legal and extralegal actions
designed to discourage Asian American settlement. Sociological works challenged
the popular racism that viewed Asian immigrants as genetically unable to assimilate
into a white culture and society. Instead of looking at the immigrants’ racial charac-
teristics, the sociologists examined the more malleable social and cultural conditions
that had encouraged Asians to isolate themselves from the broader society. In this
framework, anti-Asian racism was seen as resulting from the immigrants’ refusal,
for whatever reason, to become American.

A later generation of scholars dismissed the early sociological works, arguing
that these were themselves racist because they placed the blame for anti-Asian
racism on the victims rather than on the victimizers. This was an understandable
critique from those who experienced the revolutionary changes in racial attitudes in
the two decades after World War I1. During this period, the “Oriental problem” in
American history became reenvisioned as a problem of white supremacy. The shift in
perspective influenced, and was influenced by, a handful of historians who became
the first cohort in their profession to see Asian American issues as a significant part
of the nation’s past. But it was not until the civil rights movement transformed into
black nationalist struggles in the late 1960s that the field of “Asian American his-
tory” became possible. Inspired by black radicals and intellectuals, Asian American
activists, mostly college students from the second and third generations, created a
new historical awareness that they believed was crucial for the liberation of Asian
Americans as subjugated racial minorities. This new historical awareness under-
scored the centrality of anti-Asian racism and highlighted the struggles of Asian
immigrants, and their descendants, to overcome their racial predicament. To Asian



