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Yen Le Espiritu

All Men Are Not Created Equal:
Asian Men in U.S. History

Today, virtually every major metropolitan mar-
ket across the United States has at least one Asian
American fernale newscaster. In contrast, there is
a nearly total absence of Asian American men in
anchor positions {(Hamarmoto, 1994, p. 245; Fong-
Torres, 1995). This gender imbalance in television
news broadcasting exemplifies the racialization
of Asian American manhood: Historically, they
have been depicted as either asexual or hyper-
sexual, today, they are constructed to be less suc-
cessful, assimilated, attractive, and desirable than
their female counterparts (Espirity, 1998, pp.
95-98). The exclusion of Asian men from Euro-
centric notions of the masculine reminds us that
not all men benefit—or benefit equally—irom a
patriarchal system designed to maintain the ua-
equal relationship that exists between men and
women. The feminist mandate for gender soli-
darity tends to ignore power differentials among
men, among women, and between white women
and men of colar. This exclusive focus an gender
bars traditional feminists from recognizing the
oppression of men of color: the fact that there are
men, and not only women, who have been “fem-
inized” and the fact that some white middie-class
women hold cultural power and class power over
certain men of color (Cheung, 1990, pp. 245-246;
Wiegman, 1991, p. 311). Presenting race and
gender as refationally constructed, King-Kok
Cheung (1990) exhoried white scholars to ac-
knowledge that, like female voices, “the voices of
many men of color have beer historically silenced
or dismissed” {p. 246), Along the same line, black
ferninists have referred to “racial patriarchy”—a
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concept that cails attention to the white/patriarch
master in U.8. history and his dominance over
the black male as well as the black female {Gaines,
1990, p. 202).

Throughout their history in the United States,
Asian American men, as immigrants and citizens
of color, have faced a variety of economic, polit-
ical, and ideological racism that have assaulted
their manhood. During the pre-World War IT pe-
tiod, racialized and gendered immigration poli-
cies and labor conditions emasculated Asian men,
forcing them into womanless communities and
into "feminized” jobs that had gone unfilled due
to the absence of women. During World War I,
the internment of Japanese Americans stripped
Issei (first generation) men of their role as the fam:-
ily breadwinner, transferred some of their power
and status to the U.S.bom children, and de-
creased male dominance over women, In the
contemporary period, the patriarchal authority of
Asian immigrant men, particularly those of the
working class, has also been challenged due to the
social and economic losses that they suffered in
their transition to life in the United States. As
detailed below, these three historically specific
cases establish that the material existences of
Asian American men have historically contra-
dicted the Eurocentric, middle-class constructions
of manhood.

Asian Men in Domestic Service

Feminist scholars have argued accurately that
domestic service involves a three-way relation-
ship between privileged white men, privileged
white women, and poor women of color (Rormero,
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1992). But women have not been the only domes-
tic workers, During the pre~"World War 11 period,
racialized and gendered immigration policies and
labor conditions forced Asian men into “femi-
nized” jobs such as domestic service, laundry
work, and food preparation.’ Due to their non-
citizen status, the closed labor market, and the
shortage of women, Asian imunigrant men, first
Chinese and l[ater Japanese, substituted tc some
extent for fernale labor in the American West.
David Katzman (1978) noted the peculiarities of
the domestic labor situation in the West in this
period: “In 1880, California and Washington were
the only states in which a majority of domestic
servants were men” (p. 55},

t the turn of the twentieth century, lacking
other job alternatives, many Chinese men entered
nto domestic service in private homes, hotels, and
rooming houses (Daniels, 1988, p. 74}, Whites
rarely objected to Chinese in domestic service. In
fact, through the 1900s, the Chinese houseboy was
the symbol of upper-class status in San Francisco
{Glenn, 1986, p. 106). Aslate a5 1920, close to 50
percent of the Chinese in the United States were
still occupied as domestic servants {Light, 1972,
p. 7). Large numbers of Chinese also became lann-
drymen, not because laundering was a traditional
male occupation in China, but because there
were very few women of any ethnic origin—and
thus few washerwomen—in gold-rush California
(Chan, 1991, pp. 33-34). Chinese laundrymen
thus provided commereial services that replaced
women's unpaid Iabor in the home. White con-
suiners were prepared to patronize a Chinese laun-
dryman because as such he “occupied a status
which was in accordance with the social defini-
tion of the place in the economic hierarchy suit-
able for a member of an ‘inferior race’” (cited in
Stu, 1987, p. 21). In her autobiographical fiction
China Men, Maxine Hong Kingston presents her
father and his partners as engaged in their lauh-
dry business for long periods each day—a business
considered 50 low and debased that, in their songs,
they associate it with the washing of menstrual
blood (Goellnicht, 1992, p, 198). The existence of
the Chinese houseboy and launderer—and their

forced “bachelor” status—further bolstered the
stereotype of the feminized and asexual or homo-
sexual Asian man. Their feminization, in turn,
confirmed their assignment to the state’s labor
force which performed “women’s work,”
Japanese men followed Chinese men into do-
mestic service, By the end of the first decade of
the twentieth century, the U.S. Immigration Com-
mission estimated that 12,000 to 15,000 Japanese
in the western United States earned a living in

.domestic service (Chan, 1991, pp. 39-40). Many

Japanese men considered housework beneath
them because in Japan only lower-class women
worked as domestic servants (Ichioka, 1988,
p- 24). Studies of Issei occupational histories indi-
cate that a domestic job was the first occupation
for many of the new arrivals; but ualike Chinese
domestic workers, most Issei eventually moved
on to agricultural or city trades (Glenn, 1986, p.
108). Filipino and Korean boys and men likewise
relied on domestic service for their livelihoad
(Chan, 1991, p. 40). In his autcbiography East Goes
West, Korean immigrant writer Younghill Kang
{1937) related that he worked as a domestic ser-
vant for a white family who treated him “like a
cat or a dog" {p. 66).

Filipinos, as stewards in the U.S. Navy, also
performed domestic duties for white 17.8, paval
officers. During the ninety-four years of U.S, mil-
itary presence in the Philippines, U.S. bages served
as recruiting stations for the U.S. armed forces,
particularly the navy. Soon after the United States
acquired the Philippines from Spain in 1898, its
navy began actively recruiting Filipinos—but only
as stewards and mess attendants, Barred from ad-
missions to other ratings, Filipino enlistees per-
formed the work of domestics, preparing and
serving the cfficers’ meals, and caring for the
officers’ galley, wardroom, and living spaces.
Ashore, their duties ranged from ordinary house-
work to food services at the 17.S. Naval Acad-
emy hall. Unofficially, Filipino stewards also
have been ordered to perform menial chores such
as walking the officers’ dogs and acting as per-
sonal servants for the officers’ wives (Espiritu,
1995, p. 16). :
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As domestic servants, Asian men becamne
subordinates of not only privileged white men but
also privileged white women. The following tes-
timony from a Japanese house servant captures
this unequal refationship:

Immediately the me’am demanded me to scrub
the floor. I took one hour to finish. Then 1 had
to wash windows. That was very difficult job
for me. Three windows for another hour! . . |
The ma’am taught me how 1o cook. ... I was
sitting on the kitchen chair and thinking what
a change of life it was. The ma’am came into
the kitchen and was so furious! It was such a
hard work for me to wash up all dishes, pans,
glasses, etc,, afier dinner. When I went into the
dining room te put all siivers on sideboard, I
saw the reflection of myself on the looking glass.
In a white coat and apron! | could not control
my feelings, The tears so freely flowed out from
my eyes, and I buried my face with my both
arms (quoted in Ichioka, 1988, pp. 25-26).

The experiences of Asian male domestic service
workers demonstrate that not all men benefit
equally from patriarchy. Depending on their race
and class, men experience gender differently,
While male demination of women may tie all
men together, men share unequally in the froits
of this domination. For Asian American male
domestic workers, economic and social discrimi-
nations locked them into an unequal refationship
with not only privileged white men but also priv-
iteged white women (Kim, 1990, p. 74).

The racist and classist devaluation of Asian
men had gender implications. The available evi-
dence indicates that immigrant men reasserted
their lost patriarchal power in racist America by
denigrating a weaker group: Asian women, In
China Men, Kingston's immigrant father, having
been forced into “ferninine” subject positions,
lapses into silence, breaking the silence only to
utter curses against women (Goelinicht, 1992,
pp. 200-201), Kingston (1980) traces her father's
abuse of Chinese women back to his feeling of
emasculation in America; “We knew that it was
to feed us you had to endure demons and physi-
cal labor” (p. 13}, On the other hand, some men
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brought home the domestic skills they leamned on
the jobs. Anamaria Labao Cabato refates that her
Filipino-born father, who spent twenty-eight years
in the navy as a steward, is “one of the best cooks
arcund” (Espiritu, 1995, p. 143), Leo Sicat, a re-
tired U.5. Navy man, similarly reports that “we
learned how to cook in the Navy, and we brought
1t home. The Filipino women are very fortunate
because the husband does the cooking, In our
household, I do the cooking, and my wife does the
washing” (Espiritu, 1995, p. 108). Along the same
line, in some instances, the domestic skills which
men were forced to leam in their wives' absence
were put to use when husbands and wives re-
united in the United States. The history of Asian
male domestic workers suggests that the denigra-
tion of women is only one response to the strip-
ping of male privilege. The other is to institute a
revised domestic division oflabor and gender re.
lations in the famglies,

Changing Gender Relations:
The Wartime internment of
Japanese Americans

Immediately after the bombing of Pearl Harbor,
the incarceration of Japanese Americans began.
On the night of 7 December 1941, working on
the principle of guilt by association, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) began taking into
custody persons of Japanese ancestry who had
connections to the Japanese government, On 19
February 1942, President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, arbi-
trarily suspending civil rights of U.S. citizens by
authorizing the “evacoation” of 120,000 persons
of Japanese ancestty into concentration camps,
of whom approximately 50 percent were wamen
and 60 percent were U.S.-born citizens (Mat-
samoto, 1989, p, 116). ’
The camp environment—with its lack of
privacy, regimented routines, and new power
hierarchy—inflicted serious and lasting wounds
on Japarese American family life. In the crammed
twenty-by-twenty-five-foot “apartment” units,
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tensions were high as men, women, and children
struggled to recreate family life under very trying
conditions. The internment also transformed the
balance of power in families: husbands lost some
of their power over wives, as did parents over
children, Until the internment, the Issei man had
been the undisputed authority over his wife and
children: he was both the breadwinner and the
decision maker for the entire famity, Now “he
had no rights, no home, no control over his own
Hife” (Houston and Houston, 1973, p. 62). Most
important, the internment reverted the economic
roles—and thus the statns and authority-—of fam-
ily members. With their means of livelihood cut
off indefinitely, Issei men lost their role as bread-
winners. Despondent over the loss of almost
everything they had worked so hard to acquire,
many Issel men feit useless and frostrated, par-
ticularly as their wives and children became less
dependent on themn. Daisuke Kitagawa (1967) re-
ports that in the Tule Lake relocation center, “the
{lssei} men looked as if they had suddenly aged
ten years. They lost the capacity to plan for their
own futures, let alone those of their sons and
_ daughters” (p. 91).

Issei men responded to this emasculation in
various ways. By the end of three years’ intern-
ment, formerly enterprising, energetic Issei men
had become immobilized with feelings of despair,
hopelessness, and insecurity. Charles Kikuchi re-
members his father—who “used to be a perfect
terror and dictator”—-spending all day lying on his
cot: “He probably realizes that he no longer con-
trols the family group and rarely exerts himself so
that there is little family conflict as far as he is
concerned” (Modell, 1973, p. 62), But others, like
Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston’s father, reasserted
their patriarchal power by abusing their wives
and children. Stripped of his roles as the protec-
tor and provider for his family, Houston’s father
“kept pursuing oblivion through drink, he kept
abusing Mama, and there seemed to be no way
out of it for anyone., You couldn’t even run”
{Houston and Houston, 1973, p. 61). The experi-
ences of the Issei men underscore the intersections
of racism and sexism—the fact that men of color

live i a society that creates sex-based norms and
expectations (ie., man as breadwinner) which
racism operates simultaneously to deny (Cren-
shaw, 1989, p. 155),

Camp life also widened the distance and
deepened the conflict between the Issei and their
U.S.-born children. At the root of these tensions
were growing cultural rifts between the genera-
tions as well as'a decline in the power and au-
thority of the Issel fathers. The cultural rifts
reflected not only a general process of accultura-
tion, but were accelerated by the degradation of
everything Japanese and the simultaneous pro-
motion of Americanization in the camps (Chan,
1991, p. 128, see also Oldhire, 1991, pp, 226-232),
The younger Nisei also spent much more time
away from their parents’ supervision. As a con-
sequence, Issei parents gradually lost their abitity
to discipline their children, whom they seldom
saw during the day. Much to the chagrin of the
conservative parents, young men and women
began to spend more time with each other un-
chaperoned--at the sports events, the dances,
and other school functions. Freed from some of
the parental constraints, the Nisei women social-
ized more with their peers and also expected 1o
choose their own husbands and to marry for
“love”—a departure from the old customs of
arranged wmarriage (Matsumoto, 1989, p. 117).
Cncee this occurred, the prominent role that the
father plays in marriage arrangements—and by
extension in their children’s lives-—deciined
{Okihiro, 1991, p. 231).

Privileging U 8. citizenship and U 8. educa-
tion, War Relocation Authority (WRA) policies
regarding camp life further reverted the power
hierarchy between the Japan-born Issei and their
U.5.-born children. In the camps, only Nisei
were eligible to vote and to hold office in the
Community Council; Issei were exciuded because
of their alien status. Daisuke Kitagawa (1967)
records the impact of this policy on parental au-
thority: “In the eyes of young children, their par-
ents were defipitely inferior to their grown-up
brothers and sisters, who as U.S. citizens could
elect and be elected members of the Community
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Council. For all these reasons many youngsters
lost confidence in, and respect for, their parents™
(p. 88). Similarly, the WRA salary scales were
based on English-speaking ability and on citizen-
ship status, As a result, the Nisei youths and
young aduits could earn relatively higher wages
than their fathers. This shift in earning abilities
eroded the economic basis for parental authority
{(Matsumoto, 1989, p. 116),
Atwar's end in August 1945, Japanese Amer-
"icans had lost much of the economic ground that
they had gained in more than 2 generation. The
majority of Issei women and men no longer had
their farms, businesses, and financial savings;
those who still owned property found their homes
dilapidated and vandalized and their persomal be-
longings stolen or destroyed (Broom and Riemer,
1948). The internment also ended Japanese Amer-
ican concentration in agriculture and smatl busi-
nesses. In their absence, other groups had taken
over these ethnic niches. This loss further eroded
the economtic basis of parental authority since
Issei men no longer had businesses to hand down
to their Niset sons (Broom and Riemer, 1949,
p. 31). Historian Roger Daniels (1988) declared
that by the end of World War 1I, “the genera-
tiona! struggle was over: the day of the Issei had
passed” (286). Issei men, now in their sixties, no
longer had the vigor to start over from scratch.
Forced to find employment quickly after the war,
many Issei couples who had owned smali busi-
nesses before the war returned to the forms of
marual labor in which they began a generation
ago. Most men found work as janitors, gardeners,
kitchen helpers, and handymen: their wives toiled
as domestic servants, garment workers, and can-
nery workers (Yanagisaka, 1987, p. 92).

Contemporary Asian America:
The Disadvantaged

Relative to earlier historical periods, the economic

patiemn of contemnporary Asian America is consid-
erably more varied, a result of both the postwar
restructured econonyy and the 1965 Immigration
Act.? The dual goals of the 1965 Immigration

Act—to facilitate family reunification and to
admit educated workers needed by the U.S.
economy-—have produced two distinct chains of
emigration from Asia: one comprising the refa-
tives of warking-class Asians who had immigrated
to the United States prior ro 1965; the other of
highly trained immigrants who entered during
the late 1960s and early 1970s (Liu, Ong, and .
Rosenstein, 1991). Given their dissimilar back-
grounds, Asian Americans “can be found
throughout the income spectrum of this nation”
(Ong, 1994, p. 4}. in other words, today’s Asian
American men both join whites in the well-paid,
educated, white collar sector of the workforce
and join Latino immigrants in lower-paying
secondary sector jobs (Ong and Hee, 1994). This
economic diversity contradicts the model mi-

- nority stereotype-—the common belief that most

Asian American men are college educated and in
high-paying professional or technical jobs.

The contermporary Asian American comimu-
nity includes a sizable population with limited
education, skills, and English-speaking ability. In
1990, 18 percent of Asian men and 26 percent of
Asian women in the United States, age 25 and
over, had less than a high school degree. Also, of
the 4.1 mitlion Asians 5 years and over, 56 per-
cent did not speak English “very well” and 35
percent were Bnguistically isolated (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1993, Table 2). The median income
for those with limited English was $20,000 for
males and $15,600 for fernales; for those with Jess
than a high school degree, the figures were
$18,000 and $15,000, respectively. Asian Ameri-
can men and women with both limited English-
speaking ability and low levels of education fared
the worst. For a large portion of this disadvan-
taged population, even working fuli-time, full-year
brought in less than $10,000 in earnings (Ong and
Hee, 1994, p, 45).

The disadvantaged popuiation is largely a
product of immigration: Nine tenths are immi-
grants {Ong and Hee, 1994). The majority enter
as refatives of the pre-1956 working-class Asian
immigrants. Because immigrants tend to have
socioeconomic backgrotnds similar to those of
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their sponsors, most family reunification immi-
grants represent a continuation of the unskilled
and semiskilied Asian labor that emigrated be-
fore 1956 (Liu, Ong, and Rosenstein, 1991).
Southeast Asian refugees, particularly the second-
wave refugees who arrived after 1978, represent
another largely disadvantaged group. This is
parily so because refugees are less likely to have
acquired readily transferable skills and are more
likely to have made investrnents (in training and
education) specific to the country of origin
(Chiswick, 1979; Montero, 1980). For exampie,
there are significant nombers of Southeast Asian
military men with skills for which there is no
longer a market in the United States, In 1999, the
overall economic status of the Southeast Asian
population was characterized by unstable,
minimum-wage employment, welfare depen-
dency, and participation in the informal economy
{Gold and Kibria, 1993). These economic facts
underscore the danger of lumping all Asian Amer-
icans together because many Asian men do not
share in the relatively favorable socioeconomic
outcomes attributed to the “average” Asian
American,

Lacking the skills and education to catapult
them into the primary sector of the economy, dis-
advantaged Asian American men and wormen
work in the secondary labor market—the tabor-
intensive, low-capital service, and small manufac-
turing sectors. In this labor market, disadvantaged
men generally have fewer employment options
than women. This is due in part to the decline of
male-occupied manufacturing jobs and the con-
current growth of female-intensive industries in
the United States, particularly in service, micro-
electronics, and apparel manufacturing. The gar-
ment industry, microelectronics, and canning
industries are top employers of immigrant women
(Mazumdar, 1989, p. 19; Takaki, 1989, p. 427
Villones, 1989, p. 176; Hossfeld, 1994, pp. 71-72).
In a study of Silicor Valley (California’s famed
high:tech industrial region), Karen Hossfeld
{19945 reported that the emplovers interviewed
preferred to hire immigrant women over immi-
grant men for entry-level, operative jobs (p. 74).

HE R OB ADRYRA

The employers” “gender logic” was informed by
the patriarchal and racist beliefs that women can

-afford to work for less, do not mind dead-end

jobs, and are more suited physiclogically to cer-
tain kinds of detaited and routine work. As Linda
Lim (1983) observes, it is the “camparative disad-

vantage of women in the wage-labor market that

gives them a comparative advantage vis-a-vis
men in the occupations and industries where they
are concentrated—so-called female ghettoes of
employment” (p. 78). A white male production
manager and hiring supervisor in a California Sil-
icon Valley assembly shop discusses his formula
for hiring:

Just three things I look for in hiring [entry-
level, high-tech manufacturing operatives]:
small, foreign, and female. You find those
three things and you're pretty much automati-
cally guaranteed the right kind of work force.
These little foreign gals are grateful to be
hired—very, very grateful—nc matter what
(Hossfeld, 1994, p. 65).

Refugee women have also been found to be more
in demand than men in secretarial, clerical, and
interpreter jobs in social service work. In a study
of Cambodian refugees in Stockton, California,
Shiori Ui (1991) found that social service agency
executives preferred to hire Cambodian women
over men when both had the same qualifications.
One executive explained his preference, “It
seems that sorne ethnic populations relate better
tc women than men. ... Another thing is that
the pay is so bad” (cited in Ui, 1991, p. 169). As
a result, in the Cambodian communities in Stock-
ton, itis often women-—and not men—who have
greater econorpic opportunities and who are the
primary breadwinners in their families (Ui, 1991,
p. 171).

Due to the significant decline in the economic
contributions of Asian immigrant men, women's
eamings comprise an equal or greater share of the
famity income. Because the wage each earns is
low, only by pooling incomes can a husband and
wife earn enough to support a family (Glenn,
1983, p. 42). These shifts in resources have chal-
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lenged the patriarchal authority of Asian men.
Men's loss of status and power—not only in the
public but also in the domestic arena—places se-
vere pressure on their sense of well-being. Re-
sponding to this pressure, some men accepted the
new division of labor in the family (Ui, 1991, pp.
170-173); but many others resorted to spousal
abuse and divorce (Luu, 1989, p. 68), A Korean
immigrant man describes his frustrations over
changing gender roles and expectations;

in Korea [my wife] used to have breakfast
ready for me. . . . She didn’t do it any more be-
cause she said she was too busy getting ready to
go to work. If T complained she talked back at
me, telling me to fix my own breakfast. ... I
was very frustrated about her, started fighting
ang hit her (¥im, 1978, quoted in Mazumdar,
1989, p. 18).

Loss of status and power has similarly led to
depression and anxieties in Hmong males. In par-
ticular, the women's ability—and the men's
inability—to earn money for households “has un-
dermined severely male omnipotence” (Irby and
Pon, 1988, p. 112). Male unhappiness and help-
lessness can be detected in the following joke told
at a family picnic, “When we get on the plane to
g0 dack to Laos, the first thing we will do is beat
up the women!” The joke—which genersted
laughter by both men and women—drew upon 2
combination of “the men’s unemployability, the
sudden economic value placed on women'’s work,
and men’s fear of losing power in their families”
{(Donnelly, 1994, pp. 74-75). As such, it highlights
the interconnections of race, class, and gender—
the fact that in a racist and classist society,
working-class men of color have limited access to
economic opportunities and thus limited claim to
patriarchal authority,

Concluston 7 o s o ew

A central task in feminist scholarship is to expose
and dismantle the stereotypes that traditionally
have provided ideological justifications for
women's subordination. But to conceptualize
oprression only in terms of male dominance and
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fermale subordination is to obscure the centrality
of classism, racism, and other forms of inequality
inU.S. society (Stacey and Thorne, 1985, p. 311).
The multiplicities of Asian mer’s lives indicate
that ideclogies of manhood and womanhood
have as much to do with class and race as they
have to do with sex. The intersections of race,
gender, and class mean that there are also hierar-
chies among women and among men and that
some women hold power over certain groups of
men. The task for feminist scholars, then, is to
develop paradigms thar articulate the complicity
among these categories of oppression, that
strengthen the alliance berween gender and ethnic
studies, and that reach out not only to women,
but also to men, of color.

Notes

1. One of the most noticeable characteristics of
pre~World War 1T Asian America was a pronounced
shortage of women. During this period, U.§. immi-
gration policies barred the entry of mest Asizn women.
America's capitalist economy alse wanted Asian
male workers but not their farnilies. In most instances,
families were seen as a threat to the efficiency and ex-

ploitabilicy of the workforce and were actively pro-
hibited.

2, The 1965 Immigration Act ended Asian exclusion
and equalized immigration rights for all nationalities,
No longer constrained by exclusion laws, Asian im-
migrants began arriving in much larger nurnbers than
ever before. In the 1980s, Asia was the largest source
of U.S. legal immigrants, accounting for 40 percent to
47 percent of the total influx (Min, 1995, p. 12).
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