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Introduction

According to the most recent historical scholarship, the emergence of a
“new” Chinese immigrant community in New York City dates from the fed-
eral immigration law of 1965, which lifted restrictive quota provisions.! Col-
lege graduates and technical personnel comprised a large portion of the in-
flux of new Chinese immigrants.? Their educational sophistication and
technical skills, it is said, enabled them to adapt themselves to modern
American society and to inject a dynamic element that significantly changed
the community they found in New York City.? Few studies have investigated
the Chinese community of the 1930s and 1940s, when the groundwork for
the dramatic transformation of the 1960s and 1970s was actually laid.
Shaping and Reshaping Chinese American Identity: New York’s Chinese during
the Depression and World War II focuses on the remaking of the Chinese com-
munity in New York City from the Depression years to the end of World War
II. Daniel J. Elazar suggests that community “is an exceedingly complex or-
ganism. It is not a highly integrated structure but a loosely knit system of
institutions, organizations, groups, families, and individuals whose roles and
areas of concerns are relatively specialized, often overlapping, and not infre-
quently shifting.”* Benjamin B. Ringer and Elinor R. Lawless believe that the
formation of an ethnic community is a distinctive societal phenomenon.
These scholars see community as a consequence of the interplay of power,
polity, and policies of the larger society imposed upon racial minorities.
Membership in an ethnic group is “primarily a function of birth—a matter of
ascription rather than of voluntary choice.” Emphasizing the shared belief
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system and common national origin, Ringer and Lawless apply the theories
of “we-ness” and “they-ness” to analyze the dynamics within an ethnic com-
munity and the impact of the political-economic order of society upon eth-
nic communities.

[ find these theories useful as I am particularly interested in exploring the
diversity of experiences among different interest groups of the Chinese in
New York City and how their changing perspectives contributed to transfor-
mations in the attitudes of the larger non-Asian community. Among the
questions I will address, for example, are: What changes and continuities
occurred within the city’s Chinese community in the years of the Depression
and World War II contributing to its transformation? How did different
groups of Chinese react in these years to the persistent discrimination pert-
petuated in American society? Racism was rooted in the Anglo-Saxon white
supremacist culture of the United States. Social scientists have shown how
it penetrated the life of Americans. Like other racial minorities, the Chinese
in New York experienced sanctions, segregation, prejudice, and discrimina-
tion. They were racially labeled as Mongolians, a yellow menace, and hea-
thens. However, they did not passively accept the stamp of racial inferiority.
Instead, they resisted.

Shaping and Reshaping Chinese American ldentity investigates the experi-
ences of Chinese New Yorkers in their varied struggles for racial equality. It
also examines the development of institutions created by the Chinese to
integrate themselves into mainstream activities as a means of claiming their
rights as American citizens. This institutional analysis will demonstrate how
second-generation immigrants’ conscious decisions regarding their future in
a hostile environment helped to form a new dual identity for themselves and
change the way other New Yorkers saw them.

The Chinese community in New York City has been a social mosaic since
its formation in the 1840s. Sailors and merchants, together with a labor force
that either came from Cuba, Peru, and Canada or remained after the comple-
tion of the first transcontinental railways in the 1860s, made up a large part
of the pioneer generation. Scholars and professionals constituted the gentry
that provided community leadership as they had at home.

Seeking opportunities and a better life, these people worked hard to at-
tain their goals. However, the hostile political and social climate, specifi-
cally the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Law that barred Chinese immigrants
from entering this country and prohibited their naturalization on the basis
of race, made it difficult, sometimes impossible, for them to achieve their
goals. Excluded by society, many preferred to stay in their own ethnic
enclave for self-protection.
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For decades after the enforcement of the exclusion law, New York’s Chinese,
like the Chinese in cities in the West, fought for their survival as well as for
legal recognition of equality in this country. They filed civil suits against the
unequal treatment. They participated in demonstrations to ensure that their
protests would be publicly heard. The shared experience of being Chinese and
living under the shadow of the Chinese Exclusion Law brought Chinese of
different ages and classes together to fight for racial equality.

Before the 1930s, struggles for justice had traditionally been confined
within the frame of the elite in the Chinese community. When the Great
Depression plagued the country, demands for change took a completely dif-
ferent course. Traditionally, New York’s Chinese had turned to charitable
organizations and local district associations for help during hard times. The
Great Depression was so severe and persistent that traditional ethic institu-
tions could not meet the needs of thousands of people who had lost their
businesses and jobs. Instead, desperate unemployed laborers, restaurant work-
ers, and self-employed laundrymen organized to protect their interests. The
formation of labor organizations such as the Lien Yi Society and the Chinese
Unemployed Council and small business associations such as the Chinese
Hand Laundry Alliance and the Chinese American Restaurant Association
of Greater New York were new to the Chinese community. Independent of
elite control and local district affiliations, these groups challenged longstand-
ing Chinese community authorities.

In their efforts to survive, these new organizations integrated their activi-
ties into the larger society. The creation of labor alliances with other Amer-
ican labor unions and the demands of Chinese small businessmen for equality
demonstrated their desire for change. The activities of New York’s Chinese
labor organizations, in particular, resulted in the development of a new class
consciousness. As important, the Chinese in New York called for govern-
ment relief during the Depression, indicating a growing awareness of both
the government’s role in aiding the needy and their own right as citizens to
request such assistance.

New York’s Chinese had been forced to withdraw into their own commu-
nity to protect themselves from unnecessary risks since the enforcement of
the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882. Their reactions and activities in the
Depression demonstrated shifting attitudes toward society. In coping with
prejudice and hostility, the 1930s marked a turning point from isolation to
involvement.

Shaping and Reshaping Chinese American Identity points to the importance
of a politically mature second generation. The younger generation of Chi-
nese Americans saw the United States as “the land of the free and the home
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of the brave,” but the realities of racial intolerance intruded upon their
dreams and efforts to improve their lives. They were stereotyped, lumped
together as opium smokers, cheap labor, and filthy heathens who ate rats and
cats. The Depression made it even more difficult for them to survive.

After repeated rejection of their status as Americans, the young increas-
ingly turned to political participation as a means of protection against dis-
crimination. Growing political consciousness accounts for such organizations
as the New York Chinese American Voting League and the Chinese Ameri-
can Citizens Alliance and their significant participation in local and na-
tional political activities. Their involvement in both the 1932 and the 1936
presidential campaigns demonstrated their insistence on political democracy
and their intention to be included in the system.

Recent publications about Chinese American identity in the 1930s such
as Wayne Hung Wong’s book and Gloria H. Chun’s article concluded that
racism alienated Chinese Americans and reinforced their identity as Chinese
rather than American.® Yet the experiences of Chinese New Yorkers demon-
strated a complexity in search of identity with a desire for racial equality as
they pursued recognition as Americans. In addition to participating in main-
stream politics, young Chinese New Yorkers also involved themselves in so-
cial and educational activities as a means of self-expression and a way of
shaping their Chinese American identity. Evidence of their growing self-
awareness can be found in the cultural and educational activities of clubs
such as the Ging Hawk Club and the Chinese Athletic Club, as well as essay
contests, musical performances, art exhibitions, and bilingual Chinese- and
English-language learning programs. Team sports, especially those that re-
quired opponents, provided a new mode of contact between Chinese Amer-
ican youths and other ethnic groups. The principle of “play to win” encour-
aged both pride in their Chinese heritage and confidence in integrating
themselves into society as Americans.

Identity gained as Chinese Americans during the Depression paralleled
international events of the 1930s that also contributed to a newly found
sense of Chinese American identity. Identification with their ethnic heri-
tage escalated in 1937 when Japan invaded China. Calling their support
“American spiritual and material help,” New York’s Chinese contributed
$56 million to civilian relief work in China during the nine years from
1937 to 1945. Advocating for China’s military defense, Chinese New York-
ers established military personnel training institutions such as the New
York Chinatown Naval Academy and the Association of Chinese Ameri-
can Youth to Support China and the War, and Chinese American volun-
teers went to the war front.
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In the studies on the Chinese American search for identity, Him Mark Lai
and Shih-shan Henry Tsai maintain that the enthusiastic support for China’s
defense came out of the desire to have a strong nation to back overseas Chi-
nese.” However, evidence reveals the need for a different, more inclusive
perspective. We need to take into account that Chinese Americans joined
the American military to defend the United States. A Chinese American
identity is a more accurate .explanation of support for both China and the
United States. After two and three generations, the Chinese in the United
States developed strong patriotic feelings for the land where they lived and
worked. War activities for both the United States and China also contrib-
uted to the cohesion of New York’s Chinese community, exemplified in the
work of organizations such as the New York Overseas-Chinese Anti-Japanese
Association and the Chinese War Relief Association of America.

World War II provided the opportunity to intensify efforts to repeal the
exclusion laws and legalize the status of all Chinese immigrants. Chinese
American women, stereotyped as passive and obedient, played an important
role. They took the lead in intensified lobbying efforts. Their organization,
the Chinese Women’s Association of New York, initiated a campaign to
lobby Congress for the repeal of the Chinese Exclusion Law. During the war,
they assumed nontraditional roles; in addition to their activities to raise
money in support of both the Chinese and American war efforts, Chinese
women joined the American army.

In 1943, Congress passed the repeal bill that terminated the sixty-one
years of Chinese exclusion legislation. Scholars generally agree that the re-
peal bill of 1943 was a consequence of American war considerations to com-
bat Japanese war propaganda and to keep China as America’s war ally.8 This
book explores the efforts of New York’s ordinary Chinese Americans. Their
commitment to racial equality and their dedication to the American war ef-
fort also contributed to the repeal, and in the process changed the attitude of
Americans. American organizations such as the Citizens Committee in New
York were established to support the Chinese. When the war was over, New
York’s Chinese were no longer viewed as docile, apolitical, or uncommunica-
tive. Instead, they had established themselves as loyal and valuable members
of society and altered mainstream perception.

The Great Depression and World War II provided a tremendous impetus
for the Chinese in New York to realize their goals of integrating themselves
into mainstream American life as citizens. But it was the Chinese themselves
who finally brought change.

Shaping and Reshaping Chinese American Identity consists of six chapters.
The first chapter provides background information. It examines the forma-
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tion and experiences of the Chinese community in New York prior to the
Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882: It also investigates how racism created and
perpetuated the isolation of New York’s Chinese. It details how segregation
and discrimination were inextricably linked in their experience from the
1880s to the 1930s.

Chapter 2 describes Chinese unemployment in New York in the years of
the Great Depression. It also discusses the responses of New York’s Chinese,
particularly the newly founded labor unions and small businessmen’s associa-
tions, to the devastating situation. One of the consequences of their efforts
was the decline of the traditional structure of the Chinese community as
people took more responsibilities for the welfare of their own.

Chapters 3 and 4 seek to understand the impact of the Depression on the
second generation of Chinese immigrants. Economic hardship intensified
racial discrimination. As a consequence, they found it difficult to get jobs in
a society where they were stereotyped as aliens. The findings of these two
chapters demonstrate their awareness of the intensified racial discrimination
and how they were actively involved in mainstream political and cultural
events as a means of protesting racial inequality. Chapter 3 focuses on their
organized cultural activities in search of Chinese American identities, while
chapter 4 emphasizes their growing political consciousness demonstrated in
their active participation in federal and local elections as a means of claiming
their rights as American citizens.

Chapters 5 and 6 examine the experiences of New York’s Chinese in the
war years before and after Pearl Harbor. New York’s Chinese support of
China in wartime reflected their identity of being both Chinese and Ameri-
cans. Like other ethnic groups, Chinese Americans appealed for support of
their country of origin. As we will see, they participated in varied organized
activities in support of China’s military defense and they raised money for
civilian relief. As Chinese Americans, they joined American military forces
to defend this country. Shaping and Reshaping Chinese American Identity also
examines their participation in wartime production. It argues that their con-
tributions to the war front and to the home front eventually brought up the
issue of the Chinese exclusion laws for reconsideration. The book concludes
by relating the active participation of the Chinese in New York during the
war years to the national movement for racial equality that resulted in new
federal legislation.

The conclusion summarizes the themes based on the findings of the ways
in which the Depression and World War II created the momentum for Chi-
nese Americans to break down the barriers of exclusion. Engagement rather
than disengagement in American society became a major shift in the politi-
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cal behavior of Chinese Americans in New York. This political strategy as-
sisted the growing consciousness of Chinese Americans and brought them
together to improve the life of the Chinese community in New York.

The reader should keep in mind that New York’s Chinese lived in differ-
ent geographic locations such as Brooklyn and Queens, not just in “China-
town” in Lower Manhattan, as is sometimes implied. Therefore, I use the
term “Chinese community” in discussing this ethnic group. For the “second-
generation Chinese immigrants,” | mean the generation born in the United
States around the 1910s and 1920s, to distinguish them from foreign-born
Chinese.

Many of the primary sources for my research were in Chinese and [ have
used Pingyin, a popular phonetic system for the translation of names and
geographic locations. But I also keep some popular names as they were trans-
lated according to the Wade-Giles phonetic system more familiar to English
readers.
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