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IN MEMORY OF MY LATE PARENTS,
Li Linmo and Chen Chan,
for their infinite love and sacrifice;
To all those who love me and whom I love, and

To my homeland and adopted homeland



Preface

‘he inspiration for this book can be traced to a conversation I
had in Washington, DC, in 1991 with a Euro-American profes-
. sor from the University of Southern California. The conversation
took place on the eve of my departure for Los Angeles, where I was going to do
graduate work in geography at USC:

“So,” said the professor, “you have never been to LA before? I would be very
happy to answer any questions you might have.”

“Great,” I said. “First and foremost, where can I find a relatively decent area
with reasonable rent to live around USC?”

The professor looked at me about thirty seconds, then said “You are Chi-
nese, right? Why don’t you live in Monterey Park, a city in the San Gabriel Val-
ley? That’s a Chinese area, you would feel very comfortable.”

“But I've heard that Monterey Park is quite far from the school,” I
protested.

“Not at all,” the professor replied, “it is only a ten-minute drive east from
use?

This conversation first oriented me to the geographic location of Monterey
Park and to the perception of Angelinos that Monterey Park was a “Chinese
area.” During my first weekend in Los Angeles, the memory of this conversation
prompted me to take a bus from USC to Monterey Park, where some friends
of mine lived. Transferring in downtown’s Chinatown, then touring Monterey
Park, I saw sharp differences between these two Chinese communities. Down-
town LA Chinatown appeared to be a geographically compact tourist attrac-
tion, with Chinatown Gate dominating the streetscape. Monterey Park neigh-
borhoods, on the other hand, were typical suburbs, with beautiful lawns and
low-rise structures, but they also had an overlay of obvious Chinese elements.
Chinese “signatures” appeared on business signs as well as in the residential
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architecture. I strolled along Garvey Avenue, seeing Chinese characters on signs,
listening to people speaking Mandarin, and hearing Chinese songs emanating
from nearby stores. Had it not been for the heavy automobile traffic and fre-
quent gas stations, I could almost imagine that I was back walking in Beijing.

Nine years later I had finished my dissertation on the Chinese community
in Los Angeles and was working as an assistant professor at the University
of Connecticut. I began a new research project on Asian Americans in Sili-
con Valley, comparing them with the San Gabriel Valley community. During
my research I interviewed a fourth-generation Chinese American suburban-
ite who had moved from San Francisco’s Chinatown to the city of Cupertino
more than thirty-five years ago. As soon as I mentioned Monterey Park, she
exclaimed, “Monterey Park? Isn’t that a Chinese ghetto in LA?!” A short time
later, I received a somewhat different perspective from a Chinese American
lawyer in San Francisco who told me that he and his wife had recently visited
Monterey Park. “We had thought Monterey Park was an upscale area,” he said.
“To our surprise, it is not like that at all—it’s solid middle-class neighborhoods,
with congested shopping areas and strip malls.” But at an academic conference
about the San Gabriel Valley in late 1997, every speaker, academics and com-
munity activists alike, claimed that the San Gabriel Valley was the future of our
nation for its rapid demographic transition and ethnic diversity.

What contributes to these very different understandings? Why, after three
scholarly books, many research articles, and extensive media coverage, does
Monterey Park still evoke contrary images and perceptions? I was puzzled by
these questions as well as by the larger question as to why minority groups
form ethnically distinct suburban clusters. Why have the Chinese clustered in
this area? Why did they choose Monterey Park and San Gabriel Valley over
Chinatown?

As I began my investigations, I frequently read and heard references to Mon-
terey Park as the nation’s first “suburban Chinatown,” a designation implying
that Monterey Park was the same sort of place as downtown Chinatown, only
located in the suburbs. Just as Los Angeles has always been thought “atypical”
of the American urban experience, so Chinese settlement in the San Gabriel
Valley was considered an isolated case of urban ethnic community formation.
But the more I experienced the differences between these two Chinese com-
munities, the more uneasy I felt about such a labeling of Monterey Park. The
residents of these two communities appeared to me to be distinctly different in
terms of where they came from, when they came, what languages they spoke,
what jobs they held, and their socioeconomic class. For instance, since I do not
understand or speak Cantonese, I personally felt estranged in Chinatown but
was more comfortable in the San Gabriel Valley area, where Mandarin is com-
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mon. My observations of these differences made me wonder why this suburban
concentration had formed in recent decades? Had such a community existed
before, or elsewhere? What forces underlay its formation?

As I learned more about economic restructuring and globalization on the
one hand and about LA’s regional circumstances on the other, I was able to
piece together the information I had gathered and link my findings to broader
socioeconomic and geopolitical contexts. I became convinced that the ethnic
concentration in the San Gabriel Valley does not represent a suburban China-
town, but is, instead, a new form of ethnic settlement, which I call an ethnic
suburb or “ethnoburb.” I also realized that the processes driving ethnoburb for-
mation are not unique to the Chinese in LA, but appear to affect other ethnic
minority and immigrant groups in other localities and even other countries.
My findings about the new Chinese community in San Gabriel Valley form the
substance of this book.

xi
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INTROducCTiON

his book is about the creation of a new ethnic landscape in North

America and a new model of the contemporary urban ethnic

community: the ethnoburb. Ethnoburbs have emerged under
the influence of international geopolitical and global economic restructuring;
changing national immigration and trade policies; local demographic, eco-
nomic, and political contexts; and increasing transnational networks and con-
nections. Suburban ethnic clusters of residential areas and business districts in
large metropolitan areas, ethnoburbs are multiethnic communities in which
one ethnic minority group has a significant concentration but does not neces-
sarily constitute a majority. Such suburban clusters replicate some features of
an ethnic enclave and some features of a suburb that lacks any specific minor-
ity identity. Ethnoburbs coexist with traditional ethnic ghettos and enclaves in
inner cities in contemporary American society.

Ethnic geography, a discipline influenced by traditional theoretical frame-
works developed within cultural geography, demography, ethnic studies and
sociology, has sought to explain the social and spatial integration of immi-
grants into the fabric of mainstream American society. Recent critiques, how-
ever, argue for a greater sensitivity to the social construction of race and to the
dynamics of racialization, the sociospatial structures of ethnic communities,
the role of ethnic economies in ethnic community development and global-
ization processes, and the transnational connections of immigrants. The new
cultural geography, under the influence of postmodern thought, has responded
to multiculturalism in contemporary society by refocusing on those groups
traditionally excluded from Western society and often related to as the “other,”
groups that include women and minorities. This new perspective informs the
geographical understanding of the Chinese community in Los Angeles that is
the focus of this book.



Introduction

Los Angeles County is considered one of the most ethnically diverse places
in the United States (Allen and Turner 1989, 1996,2002). Not only is the county
the most populous in the nation, but it also includes the largest number of
Chinese residents. As was true of many other cities, LA’s Chinese population
was historically centered in a downtown Chinatown, which can be traced back
to the nineteenth century. Contemporary Chinatown in Los Angeles remains a
congested neighborhood and ethnic business district, as well as a tourist attrac-
tion. Ethnic Chinese comprise a majority of all residents, including an older
generation of Cantonese-speaking Chinese and new immigrants from South-
east Asia. Many are poor and have limited formal education.

Since the 1960s, many upwardly mobile Chinese have moved out of China-
town and adjacent inner-city neighborhoods to the suburbs in search for better
housing, neighborhoods, and schools. Some of them dispersed spatially and
became socioeconomically assimilated into the mainstream society. However, a
new trend began occurring during the same time period, which saw many new
immigrants with higher educational attainment, professional occupations, and
financial resources settling directly into the suburbs without ever experiencing
life in the inner city. This is different from prior generations of immigrants,
Chinese included, who normally settled first in the inner city and moved out to
the suburbs only after they moved up socioeconomically. This traditional pat-
tern, as described by scholars of the Chicago School of Sociology in the 1920s
(see Park and Miller 1921), has been widely accepted by and deeply rooted in
the minds of most Americans. However, in this new immigrant influx, another
form of Chinese settlement, complete with distinct economic activities, social
institutions, and cultural life, has emerged in the suburbs. By 1990 there were
more than 158,000 Chinese in the San Gabriel Valley,! making it the largest
suburban Chinese concentration in the nation.

On a geographical scale, the settlement of Chinese in the San Gabriel Valley
far surpasses that of the Chinatown model. It includes cities, Census Desig-
nated Places (CDPs), and unincorporated areas in the Valley. Many of the Chi-
nese people are Mandarin-speaking recent immigrants from Taiwan, Mainland
China, Southeast Asia, Hong Kong, and other parts of the world. They are a
heterogeneous, highly polarized population in terms of educational, occupa-
tional, and economic status, and they have generated rapidly growing Chinese
residential areas and business districts in which Chinese residents actively par-
ticipate in local politics and social life.

The emergence of a suburban Chinese community in Los Angeles over the
last several decades has generated a good deal of interest among scholars, the
mass media, and the general public. Timothy Fong’s The First Suburban Chi-
natown (1994) traces the changing demographic composition and economic



Introduction

structure of the City of Monterey Park; John Horton’s The Politics of Diversity
(1995), which is partially based on UCLA’s Monterey Park Project, documents
political changes in the city; Leland Saito’s Race and Politics (1998) discusses
the politics of racial representation and coalition-building in congressional
redistricting that has resulted due to changes in the community. Other aca-
demic journal articles and dissertations from a variety of disciplines reveal the
broad extent of scholarly interest in this area.? The mainstream media, includ-
ing The Los Angeles Times and Forbes, have also carried extensive coverage of
this subject.’

Past studies provide valuable information and insights about the San Gabriel
Valley Chinese community, but it has drawbacks. Some analysts have referred
to this new ethnic concentration as a “suburban Chinatown,”* implying a con-
tinuation of the traditional ethnic enclave in a different geographical location:
the American suburbs. In the popular American imagination, “Chinatown”
evokes a crowded inner-city enclave inhabited by ethnic Chinese of a lower
socioeconomic profile and an ethnic economic district marked by garment
shops, Chinese restaurants and stores, or touristy areas with an exotic “Orien-
tal” flavor. While some academics and the popular media have embraced the
notion of “suburban Chinatown,” such a characterization appears to me to be
quite inaccurate, for the San Gabriel Valley communities do not exhibit many
of the characteristics of traditional Chinatowns. This conviction is shared by
many community leaders and activists inside the suburban Chinese commu-
nity, who consider any labeling of Monterey Park as a “suburban Chinatown”
to be inappropriate and misleading.’ Clearly there is a need for more research
on the nature of new suburban ethnic settlements and the contexts and tra-
jectories of their development. With increasing recognition of Asian subur-
banization across the Pacific Rim,* it is time to reflect upon this process as it
has occurred in the nation’s first large-scale suburban Chinese community. I
attempt to address the pertinent issues in this book, especially documenting
the process and forces that transformed the San Gabriel Valley into multiethnic
suburbs in the latter half of the twentieth century. This is particularly impera-
tive to understand now because census data reveals that at the beginning of the
twenty-first century American racial minorities, immigrants included, increas-
ingly call American suburbs their home. Clearly, both the traditional inner-city
ethnic enclaves and the multiethnic suburbs have become new immigrant gate-
ways (Singer, Hardwick and Brettell 2008).

Based on the Chinese experience in San Gabriel Valley, I propose a new
model of ethnic settlement: the ethnoburb.” While patterns of immigration to
the United States and the formation of ethnic communities have always been
shaped by socioeconomic and political contexts, the creation of an ethnoburb



