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Preface

The idea for this volume began eight years ago during a meeting on the cam-
pus of the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). The conversation
centered around the need for a book aimed at scholars, students, and com-
munity members on Asian American politics in the discipline of American
politics. Despite the 150-year history of Asians and Pacific Islanders in the
United States, very few compilations existed on their political participation.
This volume is an attempt to bring together a wide array of literature on
Asian American politics to serve this need.

As the title of this volume suggests, we decided to focus on three areas of
Asian American politics: law, participation, and policy. We realize it is impos-
sible to include every topic on Asian American politics, but we felt these
three areas would provide readers a solid overview of some of their key polit-
ical issues and movements. Many of the contributing scholars are renowned
or emerging stars in their own respective fields of study. We hope that this
volume will provide students, scholars, and community members a better
understanding about the complex historical and contemporary phenomena of
Asian Americans and American politics.

Our deepest gratitude must first be extended to Paula McClain and Joseph
Stewart Jr., the series editors, for their faith and support in compiling a volume
on Asian American politics. Special thanks must also be extended to Jennifer
Knerr, the political science editor at Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group,
and her assistant, Renee Legatt, for their constant support and assistance
throughout the manuscript development process. Without Jennifer’s profes-
sional support during the preliminary stages, we know that this volume would
not have become a reality.
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xvi PREFACE

Professor James Lai also thanks his wife, Florence, for her steadfast emo-
tional support during the entire publication process. She endured not only
morning sickness with their son Ethan but also his many trials and tribula-
tions in putting this manuscript together. Professor Don Nakanishi thanks
his wife, Dr. Marsha Hirano-Nakanishi, for her continued commitment to his
research and policy interests in relation to Asian American politics. He also
thanks his son, Thomas, who achieved in an exemplary and independent
manner and is now a student at Yale University.

Many thanks to Lorie Valdez, a Santa Clara University undergraduate, for
her assistance with research, manuscript compilation, and photo selection
during the production stages, as well as to the staff and faculty of the UCLA
Asian American Studies Center. And finally, thanks to all the contributing
authors and photographers who helped make this book possible. While the
actual void in the American politics literature cannot be filled by this one
publication, we hope it will mark the beginning of many publications in the
field. Asian American politics is a growing academic discipline. Within these
pages, we have assembled some of its brightest shining stars.
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Understanding Asian American Politics

Don T. Nakanishi and James S. Lai

Secretary of Transportation Norman Y. Mineta Recites His Oath of Office. Joined by President
George W. Bush, second from left, in the Oval Office at the White House, Secretary of Trans-
portation Norman Y. Mineta, right, recites his oath of office during a ceremonial swearing in,
Thursday, February 8, 2001. Vice President Dick Cheney, left, read the oath for the secretary as his
wife Danielia Mineta holds the Bible. Courtesy of AP/Wide World Photos



2 INTRODUCTION

THE GROWING ASIAN AND PACIFIC ISLANDER POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Large-scale immigration from Asia and the Pacific Islands since the enact-
ment of the Immigration Act of 1965 has had a dramatic impact on many
states and regions across the United States. From a predominantly U.S.-born
group of 1.5 million in 1970, this diverse group became a largely immigrant
and refugee population of nearly 12 million by 2000. Projections estimate
that it will continue to increase to approximately 20 million by 2020 (Ong
and Hee 1993). The term “Asian Pacific American” reflects the diversity of
this ethnic population, connoting a more contemporary, broader political
identity than does “Asian American” by including both Asian and Pacific
Islander ethnic groups in the United States. Scholars and activists frequently
use the term “Asian Pacific American” interchangeably with or in place of
“Asian American,” and we follow this convention.

In recent years, a number of political scientists and commentators have
speculated about whether Asian Pacific Americans will become an influen-
tial new force in American electoral politics, perhaps akin to American Jews,
because of their dramatic demographic growth and concentration in certain
key electoral states like California, New York, Texas, and New Jersey. Many
believe that if Asian Pacific Americans, like American Jewish voters, come to
represent a segment of the electorate that is comparable to, if not greater
than, their share of the total population, they may become a highly influen-
tial “swing vote” in critical local, state, and presidential elections. In Califor-
nia, for example, there are over 4 million Asian Pacific Americans, account-
ing for one in eight residents of the state. If they also become one in eight
California voters—who will continue to control the nation’s largest number
of congressional seats and Electoral College votes—then they could play a
strategically important role in national and local elections. Indeed, their vot-
ing potential coupled with other attractive dimensions of their political infra-
structure (e.g., their campaign fund-raising capabilities) could elevate Asian
Pacific Americans to the status of important new actors in American elec-
toral politics.

During the past two decades, there has been an unmistakable increase in
the representation of Asian Pacific Americans in electoral politics. In 1978,
for example, when the first edition of the Asian Pacific American Political
Almanac was published, it listed several hundred elected officials who held
offices primarily in Hawaii, California, and Washington (Nakanishi 1978).
Almost all were second- and third-generation Asian Pacific Americans, with
the vast majority being Japanese Americans. In contrast, the tenth edition of
the political almanac, published in 2001, lists over two thousand Asian
Pacific American elected and major appointed officials in thirty-three differ-
ent states and the federal government (Nakanishi and Lai 2001). Although
most continue to be of the second or third generation, like Hawaii Governor



