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Patbhs of Resistance and Accommodation
for Asian Americans

an Diego calls itself “America’s Finest City.” It is certainly
admired for its ideal weather, miles of beautiful beaches, and
manufactured tourist attractions, such as Sea World, the San
Diego Zoo, Legoland, and Hotel Del Coronado. It is also
known for its proximity to Mexico, as well as for its large mil-
itary complexes, most notably its navy docks. However, it is
not widely identified with having a large community of Asian
Americans (more than 200,000), especially one that is engag-
ing in social change.! Perhaps few people notice San Diego’s
Asian American communities because there is no recogniz-
able “Chinatown” or compact Asian ethnic enclave that draws
tourists searching for inexpensive trinkets, photo opportu-
nities, or exotic meals. Rather than being concentrated in
well-defined and highly visible areas, Asian Americans in San
Diego are dispersed in residential pockets, where they blend
into multiracial neighborhoods; their commercial clusters,
which are located throughout the region, cater mainly to
locals. In many ways, Asian residents, like other San Diegans,
lead ordinary daily lives that go unnoticed. Nevertheless,
they also engage in a wide array of political, cultural, social,
and economic activities that are specific to their shared iden-
tity as Asian Americans.

In cities across the country, Asian Americans are often
viewed as passive, quaint populations that are immune to anti-
immigrant policies, civil rights backlash, labor exploitation,
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glass-ceiling discrimination, hate crimes, and police mistreatment. This
view regards Asian Americans as well integrated and accepted on equal
terms into mainstream America, evidence that “multiculturalism” has
been achieved. In fact, their histories and their lives today show a deep
engagement with matters of racial justice. Asian Americans have chal-
lenged unjust immigration policies, antimiscegenation laws, prevention
from U.S. citizenship, marginalization from educational institutions,
exploitation in the workplace, exclusion from labor unions, and enforced
residential segregation; when necessary, they have used their fists to
defend themselves (Chan 1991; Takaki 1989a); Despite efforts to exclude
them from America’s borders and to marginalize them from every facet
of U.S. life, Asian Americans have survived and persisted, and at times,
even thrived.

Asian Americans in San Diego who work for social change are con-
strained by a shortage of resources, lack of access to elite positions
of power, and profound differences within their group. The majority
are foreign-born, with a substantial percentage being non-English or
limited-English speaking; they have differing immigration histories and
trace their ancestry to numerous countries; they are an economically
stratified group with varying educations, occupations, and incomes; and
they are spatially dispersed throughout urban and suburban areas. What
interests could members of this group possibly share? What injustices
affect them all? Do they have the ability to form coherent resurgent ide-
ologies, leadership, and organizations?(Despite the obstacles, Asian
American coalitions have grown in San Diego, with increasing numbers
of activists and organizations working to defend and advance their eco-
nomic, social, cultural, and political interests. In this book, I look to
these activists and their organizations to gain a more nuanced under-
standing of how people and groups negotiate and resist oppression on
an everyday basis and to broaden our understanding of how racialized
people of color engage in political action, as well as how they build and
sustain a community.

This book is a critical analysis of how both the larger sociopolitical
changes and the demographic transformations of the Asian American
population affect its mobilization and activism and how these, in turn,
affect the formation of Asian American organizations, communities, and
identities. Marxist scholars, using the functionalist approach, theorized
that industrial development and the processes of political and economic
modernization are antithetical to ethnic persistence. However, my work
supports scholars who have proposed that larger-scale cultural identities
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have survived, and that, in some casés, ethnic mobilization has been revi-
talized in modern societies (Nagel 1996; Smith 1981). In the contem-
porary period, social structures provide both opportunities and con-
straints for collective action for racialized groups. Asian American
demographic shifts simultaneously hinder and enhance the availability
of resources and the viability of collective struggle. Rather than seeing
mobilization as a smooth, linear process for Asian Americans, I use the
interactive mobilization model to show that it is a dialectical relationship
between social order and human action marked by interplays of resist-
ance and accommodation. This is an analysis of coalition building as
much as of internal conflict within the Asian American community and
with the greater San Diego community. It is about how Asian Ameri-
cans have challenged San Diego to live up to its slogan, “America’s Finest
City.” Although it is a story about San Diego, it could as easily describe
other sites across the country where Asians reside.

The San Diego Case

My work builds and expands on the overviews of contemporary Asian
American activism by Espiritu (1992) and Wei (1993), who focus on
national Asian American activities and grassroots organizing in major
cities such as San Francisco, New York, or Los Angeles and on selec-
tive moments. I focus on perhaps the less dramatic but no less impor-
tant mobilization efforts that take place from the early 1970s to the
mid-1990s in one setting. San Diego represents the type of mobiliza-
tion that occurred, and continues to occur, in sites where Asians are per-
haps fewer in number and do not hold confrontational street protests
but are no less vigilant in their efforts to provide for the needs of their
communities. What I captured in San Diego reflects myriad Asian
American communities throughout the country where people struggle
to organize diverse groups, find sufficient resources, create leaders, and
define strategies. These daily occurrences may not capture media atten-
tion, but collectively and over time, they create social improvements for
Asian Americans.

By contextualizing how and why mobilization emerges and evolves
in one community over three decades, my study provides an under-
standing of long-term models of everyday forms of activism. In contrast
to earlier studies, it explains the impact of recent demographic trans-
formations on organizational resources and efforts. San Diego provided
an ideal site because of the diversity of its Asian American population
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and the existence of both longstanding and newly formed Asian Amer-
ican organizations. I focus on various social, economic, political, and cul-
tural pan-Asian organizing in San Diego to examine the contradictions
and complexities of identity and community formations. In comparison
to discussions of mobilization that focus on specific groups of Asian
Americans, such as the Chinese and Japanese (Fong {?94; Sait\o/l 998),
I focus on organizational processes among a diverse population that
includes Filipinos, Koreans, Southeast Asians, and, to some extent,
South Asians. My study has broader implications for analyzing the com-
plexity of mobilization at the national level, since nationwide organi-
zations are based on regional and local organizational processes.

Bordered by the Pacific Ocean and Mexico, San Diego is the second-
largest city in California and the sixth largest in the nation. In the 1990s,
when I began my research, Asians were estimated to compose 8 per-
cent of the San Diego County and 12 percent of the San Diego city pop-
ulation (U.S. Bureau of Census 1990c¢), and the growth of the latter cor-
relates closely with the increasing percentage of Asians in the state as a
whole. The Immigration Act of 1965 brought large-scale immigration
from Asia, and the arrival of refugee populations in the post-1975 period
added a new generation to a once dwindling Asian American popula-
tion. San Diego reflects changes in California, where people of color are
becoming the numerical majority, making it a prime site to also exam-
ine relations among Asian Americans and other racial groups.

Methodology

My research methodology involves both historical and ethnographic
approaches. I collected historical data from the local libraries, histor-
ical foundations, the downtown redevelopment agency, local organi-
zational archives, governmental institutions, and private individuals to
piece together the history of Asian American organizations and mobi-
lization in San Diego. For nearly two years, from 1992 to 1994, I con-
ducted ethnographic fieldwork as both an observer and a participant.
My project included attending, and sometimes participating in, pri-
marily Asian American activities, including planning meetings, politi-
cal events, ethnic festivals, community forums, redevelopment project
discussions, business meetings, and informal gatherings. As part of my
fieldwork, I was a board member of the San Diego chapter of the Asian
Business Association (ABA) and served as its newsletter editor. My
involvement in this organization gave me wider entrée into the Asian



Introduction 5

American community, because many of the individuals involved in
ABA were also involved in various other single-ethnic and pan-Asian
organizations and activities. I told all those I regularly interacted with
that I was there to study Asian American organizations (V6 2000). The
kind of data I was able to gather differed according to the origin and
development of the organization or the processes of organizational
activities.

In addition to my fieldwork, I completed thirty formal interviews with
Asian American activists and informal interviews with Asians and non-
Asians involved with Asian American activities.2 What I have captured
is a glimpse of a lifetime endeavor for many, while for others it consumes
only a phase of their life. The individuals I had close contact with and
those I chose to interview to some extent reflect the great diversity of
the Asian American population in terms of ethnicity, immigration his-
tory, class background, political viewpoint, and organizational strategy.
However, these organizational leaders do not represent a cross section
of the Asian population in San Diego; they are a select group who play
key roles in assessing the needs of the community, defining the agenda
for the community, and representing the Asian American community to
the larger society. There are multiple levels of power, and being a rec-
ognized Asian American community leader does not mean one is pow-
erful in the larger society. Such differential distinctions of power are
important if we are to understand why Asian American activists continue
to mobilize for social justice and racial equality.

Ethnographic fieldwork is an interactive and subjective process.
Although I was considered an insider because of my ethnic ancestry as a

vVietnamese American, there were also noticeable differences—including
ethnic, cultural, political, generational, class, educational, sexual, gen-
der, and linguistic—between my Asian American informants and myself
that shaped the process of my research project (V6 2000). As I immersed
myself in the community, I was constantly negotiating these differences
while also figuring out how others positioned themselves. I have tried
to present the voices and actions of those I studied with respect and sen-
sitivity, even when I did not agree with their ideologies or strategies.
However, I am quite aware that the data collected and the analysis of
the data are colored by my biases and agendas as a scholar and activist.
Given the complex nature of fieldwork, this study is a selective and par-
tial collection of facts, observations, interviews, and interpretations—
essentially snapshots of an evolving, dynamic community, with high-
lights of some of its members.



