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Contexts

Ronald Takaki

I had flown from San Francisco to Norfolk, Virginia, and was riding in a taxi to my hotel
to attend a conference on multiculturalism. Hundreds of educators from across the coun-
try were meeting to discuss the need for greater cultural diversity in the curriculum. My
driver and I chatted about the weather and the tourists. The sky was cloudy, and Virginia
Beach was twenty minutes away. The rearview mirror reflected a white man in his for-
ties. “How long have you been in this country?” he asked. “All my life,” I replied, wincing.
“I was born in the United States.” With a strong southern drawl, he remarked: “I was
wondering because your English is excellent!” Then, as I had many times before, I
explained: “My grandfather came here from Japan in the 1880s. My family has been here,
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in America, for over a hundred years.” He glanced at me in the mirror. Somehow I did
not look “American” to him; my eyes and complexion looked foreign. . . .

Questions like the one my taxi driver asked me are always jarring, but I can understand
why he could not see me as American. He had a narrow but widely shared sense of the
past—a history that has viewed American as European in ancestry. “Race,” Toni
Morrison explained, has functioned as a “metaphor” necessary to the “construction of
Americanness”: in the creation of our national identity, “American” has been defined as
“white.”! . ..

But how should “we” be defined? Who are the people “stuck here” in America? One of
the lessons of the Los Angeles explosion is the recognition of the fact that we are a mul-
tiracial society and that race can no longer be defined in the binary terms of white and
black. “We" will have to include Hispanics and Asians. While blacks currently constitute
13 percent of the Los Angeles population, Hispanics represent 40 percent. The 1990
census revealed that South Central Los Angeles, which was predominantly black in 1965
when the Watts rebellion occurred, is now 45 percent Hispanic. A majority of the first
5,438 people arrested were Hispanic, while 37 percent were black. Of the fifty-eight peo-
ple who died in the riot, more than a third were Hispanic, and about 40 percent of the
businesses destroyed were Hispanic-owned. Most of the other shops and stores were
Korean-owned. The dreams of many Korean immigrants went up in smoke during the
riot: two thousand Korean-owned businesses were damaged or demolished, totaling
about $400 million in losses. There is evidence indicating they were targeted. “After all,”
explained a black gang member, “we didn't burn our community, just their stores.”? . . .

African Americans have been the central minority throughout our country’s history.
They were initially brought here on a slave ship in 1619. Actually, these first twenty
Africans might not have been slaves; rather, like most of the white laborers, they were
probably indentured servants. The transformation of Africans into slaves is the story of
the “hidden” origins of slavery. How and when was it decided to institute a system of
bonded black labor? What happened, while freighted with racial significance, was actu-
ally conditioned by class conflicts within white society. Once established, the “peculiar
institution” would have consequences for centuries to come. During the nineteenth cen-
tury, the political storm over slavery almost destroyed the nation. Since the Civil War and
emancipation, race has continued to be largely defined in relation to African Americans
— segregation, civil rights, the underclass, and affirmative action. Constituting the
largest minority group in our society, they have been at the cutting edge of the Civil Rights
Movement. Indeed, their struggle has been a constant reminder of America’s moral vision
as a country committed to the principle of liberty. Martin Luther King clearly understood
this truth when he wrote from a jail cell: “We will reach the goal of freedom in
Birmingham and all over the nation, because the goal of America is freedom. Abused
and scorned though we may be, our destiny is tied up with America’s destiny."?

Asian Americans have been here for over one hundred and fifty years, before many
European immigrant groups. But as “strangers” coming from a “different shore,” they
have been stereotyped as “heathen,” exotic, and unassimilable. Seeking “Gold
Mountain,” the Chinese arrived first, and what happened to them influenced the recep-
tion of the Japanese, Koreans, Filipinos, and Asian Indians as well as the Southeast Asian
refugees like the Vietnamese and the Hmong. The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act was the
first law that prohibited the entry of immigrants on the basis of nationality. The Chinese
condemned this restriction as racist and tyrannical. “They call us ‘Chink,” “ complained
a Chinese immigrant, cursing the “white demons.” “They think we no good! America
cuts us off. No more come now, too bad!” This precedent later provided a basis for the
restriction of European immigrant groups such as Italians, Russians, Poles, and Greeks.



L —— A e i

A Different Mirror

The Japanese painfully discovered that their accomplishments in America did not lead
to acceptance, for during World War II, unlike Italian Americans and German Ameri-
cans, they were placed in internment camps. Two-thirds of them were citizens by birth.
“How could I as a 6-month-old child born in this country,” asked Congressman Robert
Matsui years later, “be declared by my own Government to be an enemy alien?” Today,
Asian Americans represent the fastest-growing ethnic group. They have also become
the focus of much mass media attention as “the Model Minority” not only for blacks and
Chicanos, but also for whites on welfare and even middle-class whites experiencing eco-
nomic difficulties.*

Chicanos represent the largest group among the Hispanic population, which is pro-
jected to outnumber African Americans. They have been in the United States for a long
time, initially incorporated by the war against Mexico. The treaty had moved the border
between the two countries, and the people of “occupied” Mexico suddenly found them-
selves “foreigners” in their “native land.” As historian Albert Camarillo pointed out, the
Chicano past is an integral part of America's westward expansion, also known as “mani-
fest destiny.” But while the early Chicanos were a colonized people, most of them today
have immigrant roots. Many began the trek to El Norte in the early twentieth century.
“As I had heard a lot about the United States,” Jesus Garza recalled, “it was my dream to
come here.” “We came to know families from Chihuahua, Sonora, Jalisco, and Durango,”
stated Ernesto Galarza. “Like ourselves, our Mexican neighbors had come this far mov-
ing step by step, working and waiting, as if they were feeling their way up a ladder.”
Nevertheless, the Chicano experience has been unique, for most of them have lived close
to their homeland—a proximity that has helped reinforce their language, identity, and
culture. This migration to El Norte has continued to the present. Los Angeles has more
people of Mexican origin than any other city in the world except Mexico City. A mostly
mestizo people of Indian as well as African and Spanish ancestries, Chicanos currently
represent the largest minority group in the Southwest, where they have been visibly trans-
forming culture and society.’

The Irish came here in greater numbers than most immigrant groups. Their history
has been tied to America’s past from the very beginning. Ireland represented the earliest
English frontier: the conquest of Ireland occurred before the colonization of America,
and the Irish were the first group that the English called “savages.” In this context, the
Irish past foreshadowed the Indian future. During the nineteenth century, the Irish, like
the Chinese, were victims of British colonialism. While the Chinese fled from the ravages
of the Opium Wars, the Irish were pushed from their homeland by “English tyranny.”
Here they became construction workers and factory operatives as well as the “maids” of
America. Representing a Catholic group seeking to settle in a fiercely Protestant society,
the Irish immigrants were targets of American nativist hostility. They were also what
historian Lawrence J. McCaffrey called “the pioneers of the American urban ghetto,”
“previewing” experiences that would later be shared by the Italians, Poles, and other
groups from southern and eastern Europe. Furthermore, they offer contrast to the immi-
grants from Asia. The Irish came about the same time as the Chinese, but they had a dis-
tinct advantage: the Naturalization Law of 1790 had reserved citizenship for “whites”
only. Their compatible complexion allowed them to assimilate by blending into American
society. In making their journey successfully into the mainstream, however, these immi-
grants from Erin pursued an Irish “ethnic” strategy: they promoted “Irish"” solidarity in
order to gain political power and also to dominate the skilled blue-collar occupations,
often at the expense of the Chinese and blacks.®

Fleeing pogroms and religious persecution in Russia, the Jews were driven from what
John Cuddihy described as the “Middle Ages into the Anglo-American world of the goyim
‘beyond the pale."” To them, America represented the Promised Land. This vision led
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Jews to struggle not only for themselves but also for other oppressed groups, especially
blacks. After the 1917 East St. Louis race riot, the Yiddish Forward of New York com-
pared this anti-black violence to a 1903 pogrom in Russia: “Kishinev and St. Louis—the
same soil, the same people.” Jews cheered when Jackie Robinson broke into the Brooklyn
Dodgers in 1947. “He was adopted as the surrogate hero by many of us growing up at
the time,” recalled Jack Greenberg of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund. “He was the way
we saw ourselves triumphing against the forces of bigotry and ignorance.” Jews stood
shoulder to shoulder with blacks in the Civil Rights Movement: two-thirds of the white
volunteers who went south during the 1964 Freedom Summer were Jewish. Today Jews
are considered a highly successful “ethnic” group. How did they make such great socioe-
conomic strides? This question is often reframed by neoconservative intellectuals like
Irving Kristol and Nathan Glazer to read: if Jewish immigrants were able to lift them-
selves from poverty into the mainstream through self-help and education without wel-
fare and affirmative action, why can't blacks? But what this thinking overlooks is the
unique history of Jewish immigrants, especially the initial advantages of many of them
as literate and skilled. Moreover, it minimizes the virulence of racial prejudice rooted in
American slavery,”

Indians represent a critical contrast, for theirs was not an immigrant experience. The
Wampanoags were on the shore as the first English strangers arrived in what would be
called “New England.” The encounters between Indians and whites not only shaped the
course of race relations, but also influenced the very culture and identity of the general
society. The architect of Indian removal, President Andrew Jackson told Congress: “Our
conduct toward these people is deeply interesting to the national character.” Frederick
Jackson Turner understood the meaning of this observation when he identified the fron-
tier as our transforming crucible. At first, the European newcomers had to wear Indian
moccasins and shout the war cry. “Little by little,” as they subdued the wilderness, the
pioneers became “a new product” that was “American.” But Indians have had a different
view of this entire process. “The white man,” Luther Standing Bear of the Sioux
explained, “does not understand the Indian for the reason that he does not understand
America.” Continuing to be “troubled with primitive fears,” he has “in his consciousness
the perils of this frontier continent. . . . The man from Europe is still a foreigner and an
alien. And he still hates the man who questioned his path across the continent.” Indians
questioned what Jackson and Turner trumpeted as “progress.” For them, the frontier had
a different “significance”: their history was how the West was lost. But their story has
also been one of resistance. As Vine Deloria declared, “Custer died for your sins.”8

By looking at these groups from a multicultural perspective, we can comparatively
analyze their experiences in order to develop an understanding of their differences and
similarities. Race, we will see, has been a social construction that has historically set
apart racial minorities from European immigrant groups. Contrary to the notions of
scholars like Nathan Glazer and Thomas Sowell, race in America has not been the same
as ethnicity. A broad comparative focus also allows us to see how the varied experiences
of different racial and ethnic groups occurred within shared contexts.

During the nineteenth century, for example, the Market Revolution employed Irish
immigrant laborers in New England factories as it expanded cotton fields worked by
enslaved blacks across Indian lands toward Mexico. Like blacks, the Irish newcomers
were stereotyped as “savages,” ruled by passions rather than “civilized” virtues such as
self-control’and hard work. The Irish saw themselves as the “slaves” of British oppres-
sors, and during a visit to Ireland in the 1840s, Frederick Douglass found that the “wail-
ing notes” of the Irish ballads reminded him of the “wild notes” of slave songs. The United
States annexation of California, while incorporating Mexicans, led to trade with Asia
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and the migration of “strangers” from Pacific shores. In 1870, Chinese immigrant labor-
ers were transported to Massachusetts as scabs to break an Irish immigrant strike; in
response, the Irish recognized the need for interethnic working-class solidarity and tried
to organize a Chinese lodge of the Knights of St. Crispin. After the Civil War, Mississippi
planters recruited Chinese immigrants to discipline the newly freed blacks. During the
debate over an immigration exclusion bill in 1882, a senator asked: If Indians could be
located on reservations, why not the Chinese?’

Other instances of our connectedness abound. In 1903, Mexican and Japanese farm
laborers went on strike together in California: their union officers had names like
Yamaguchi and Lizarras, and strike meetings were conducted in Japanese and Spanish.
The Mexican strikers declared that they were standing in solidarity with their “Japanese
brothers” because the two groups had toiled together in the fields and were now fighting
together for a fair wage. Speaking in impassioned Yiddish during the 1909 “uprising of
twenty thousand” strikers in New York, the charismatic Clara Lemlich compared the abuse
of Jewish female garment workers to the experience of blacks: “[The bosses] yell at the
girls and ‘call them down’ even worse than I imagine the Negro slaves were in the South.”
During the 1920s, elite universities like Harvard worried about the increasing numbers of
Jewish students, and new admissions criteria were instituted to curb their enrollment.
Jewish students were scorned for their studiousness and criticized for their “clannishness.”
Recently, Asian-American students have been the targets of similar complaints: they have
been called “nerds” and told there are “too many” of them on campus.!?

Indians were already here, while blacks were forcibly transported to America, and
Mexicans were initially enclosed by America's expanding border. The other groups came
here as immigrants: for them, America represented liminality—a new world where they
could pursue extravagant urges and do things they had thought beyond their capabili-
ties. Like the land itself, they found themselves “betwixt and between all fixed points of
classification.” No longer fastened as fiercely to their old countries, they felt a stirring to
become new people in a society still being defined and formed.'!. ..

Through their stories, the people who have lived America’s history can help all of us,
including my taxi driver, understand that Americans originated from many shores, and
that all of us are entitled to dignity. “I hope this survey do a lot of good for Chinese peo-
ple,” an immigrant told an interviewer from Stanford University in the 1920s. “Make
American people realize that Chinese people are humans. I think very few American peo-
ple really know anything about Chinese.” But the remembering is also for the sake of the
children. “This story is dedicated to the descendants of Lazar and Goldie Glauberman,”
Jewish immigrant Minnie Miller wrote in her autobiography. “My history is bound up in
their history and the generations that follow should know where they came from to know
better who they are.” Similarly, Tomo Shoji, an elderly Nisei woman, urged Asian
Americans to learn more about their roots: “We got such good, fantastic stories to tell.
All our stories are different.” Seeking to know how they fit into America, many young
people have become listeners; they are eager to learn about the hardships and humilia-
tions experienced by their parents and grandparents. They want to hear their stories,
unwilling to remain ignorant or ashamed of their identity and past.’?. ..

Through their narratives about their lives and circumstances, the people of America’s
diverse groups are able to see themselves and each other in our common past. They cele-
brate what Ishmael Reed has described as a society “unique” in the world because “the
world is here” — a place “where the cultures of the world crisscross.” Much of America’s
past, they point out, has been riddled with racism. At the same time, these people offer
hope, affirming the struggle for equality as a central theme in our country’s history. At
its conception, our nation was dedicated to the proposition of equality. What has given
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concreteness to this powerful national principle has been our coming together in the cre-
ation of a new society. “Stuck here” together, workers of different backgrounds have
attempted to get along with each other.

People harvesting
Work together unaware
Of racial problems,

wrote a Japanese immigrant describing a lesson learned by Mexican and Asian farm
laborers in California.!? . .,
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