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From a Different Shore
Their History Bursts with Telling

In Palolo Valley on the island of Oahu, Hawaii, where I lived as a
- child, my neighbors had names like Hamamoto, Kauhane, Wong,
- and Camara. Nearby, across the stream where we caught crayfish

and roasted them over an open fire, there were Filipino and Puerto
Rican families. Behind my house, Mrs. Alice Liu and her friends
played mah-jongg late into the night, the clicking of the tiles lulling
me to sleep. Next door to us the Miuras flew billowing and colorful
carp kites on Japanese boys’ day. I heard voices with different accents,
different languages, and saw children of different colors. Together
we went barefoot to school and played games like baseball and jan
ken po. We spoke pidgin English. “Hey, da kind tako ono, you
know,” we would say, combining English, Japanese, and Hawaiian:
“This octopus is delicious.” As I grew up, I did not know why families
representing such an array of nationalities from different shores were
living together and sharing their cultures and a common language.

My teachers and textbooks did not explain the diversity of our com-

munity or the sources of our unity. After graduation from high school,
| attended a college in a midwestern town where I found myself
invited to “‘dinners for foreign students” sponsored by local churches
and clubs like the Rotary. I politely tried to explain to my kind hosts
that I was not a “foreign student.” My fellow students and even my
professors would ask me how long T had been in America and where
[ had learned to speak English. “In this country,” I would reply. And
sometimes [ would add: “I was born in America, and my family has
been here for three generations.”

Indeed, Asian Americans have been here for over 150 years.




4 From a Different Shore

Resting on benches in Portsmouth Square in San Francisco’s China-
town, old men know their presence in America reaches far into the
past. Wearing fedora hats, they wait for the chilly morning fog to
lift; asked how long they have been in this country, they say: “Me
longtime Californ’.” Nearby, elderly Filipinos — manongs — point
to the vacant lot where the aging International Hotel had once-offered
these retired farm workers a place to live out the rest of their lives.
They remember the night the police came to evict them and the
morning the bulldozers obliterated a part of their history. In the
California desert town of El Centro, bearded and gray-haired men
wearing turbans sit among the fallen leaves on the grounds of the
Sikh temple. One of them describes what life was like in California
decades ago: “In the early days it was hard. We had a hell of a time.
We had to face a lot of narrow mindedness.”!

Asian Americans are diverse, their roots reaching back to China,
Japan, Korea, the Philippines, India, Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.
Many of them live in Chinatowns, the colorful streets filled with
sidewalk vegetable stands and crowds of people carrying shopping
bags; their communities are also called Little Tokyo, Koreatown, and
Little Saigon. Asian Americans work in hot kitchens and bus tables
in restaurants with elegant names like Jade Pagoda and Bombay
Spice. In garment factories, Chinese and Korean women hunch over
whirling sewing machines, their babies sleeping nearby on blankets.
In the Silicon Valley of California, rows and rows of Vietnamese and
Laotian women serve as the eyes and hands of production assembly
lines for computer chips. Tough Chinese gang members strut on
Grant Avenue in San Francisco and Canal Street in New York’s
Chinatown. In La Crosse, Wisconsin, welfare-dependent Hmong sit
and stare at the snowdrifts outside their windows. Holders of Ph.D.’s,
Asian-American engineers do complex research in the laboratories
of the high-technology industries along Route 128 in Massachusetts.
Asian Americans seem to be ubiquitous on university campuses: they
represent 11 percent of the students at Harvard, 10 percent at Prince-
ton, 16 percent at Stanford, 21 percent at MIT, and 25 percent at
the University of California at Berkeley. From Scarsdale to the Pa-
cific Palisades, “Yappies” — “young Asian professionals” — drive
BMWs, wear designer clothes, and congregate at continental restau-
rants; they read slick magazines like AsiAm and Rice. “I am Chinese,”
remarks Chester in David Hwang’s play Family Devotions. “1 live
in Bel Air. I drive a Mercedes. I go to a private prep school. I must
be Chinese.”?
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Recently Asian Americans have become very visible. While
Asians have constituted a majority of Hawaii’s people for nearly a
century, they have become populous elsewhere in the country. Three
hundred thousand Chinese live in New York City — the largest
Chinese community outside of China. Describing the recent growth
of New York’s Chinatown, the New York Times observed in 1986:
“With new arrivals squeezing in at a rate of nearly 2,000 a month,
the district spread north through what was once a Jewish section on
the Lower East Side and west across Little Italy, turning Yiddish into
Mandarin and fettucine into won tons.” Meanwhile, Flushing in
Queens has become a “suburban” Chinatown, the home of 60,000
Chinese; resident Eileen Loh observed: “We are changing the face
of Flushing.”” On the other side of the continent, Monterey Park in
southern California has come to be called the “Chinese Beverly
Hills.” About a fourth of San Francisco’s population is Asian, and
Asians represent over 5O percent of the city’s public-school students.
In Los Angeles, there are 150,000 Koreans, and the Olympic Bou-
levard area between Crenshaw and Hoover has been designated
Koreatown. Nearby, in an adjacent county, a new Vietnamese
community has also suddenly appeared. “Along Garden Grove Bou-
levard in Orange County,” the New York Times reported in 1986,
“it is easier to lunch on pho, a Vietnamese noodle soup with beef,
than on a hamburger.” In California, Asian Americans represent
nearly 9 percent of the state’s population, surpassing blacks in
number.?

Today Asian Americans belong to the fastest-growing ethnic
minority group in the United States. In percentage, they are increasing
more rapidly than Hispanics (between 1970 and 1980 the Hispanic
population increased by 38 percent, compared to 143 percent for the
Asian population). The target of immigration exclusion laws in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Asians have recently been
coming again to America. The Immigration Act of 1965 reopened
the gates to immigrants from Asia, allowing a quota of 20,000 im-
migrants for each country and also the entry of family members on
a nonquota basis. Currently half of all immigrants entering annually
are Asian. The recent growth of the Asian-American population has
been dramatic: in 1960, there were only 877,934 Asians in the United
States, representing a mere one half of one percent of the country’s
population. Twenty-five years later, they numbered over five million,
or 2.1 percent of the population, an increase of 577 percent (com-
pared to 34 percent for the general population). They included
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1,079,000 Chinese, 1,052,000 Filipinos, 766,000 Japanese, 634,000
Vietnamese, 542,000 Koreans, 526,000 Asian Indians, 70,000 Lao-
tians, 10,000 Mien, 60,000 Hmong, 161,000 Cambodians, and
169,000 other Asians. By the year 2000, Asian Americans are pro-
jected to represent 4 percent of the total U.S. population.*

Yet very little is known about Asian Americans and their history.
In fact, stereotypes and myths of Asians as aliens and foreigners are
pervasive in American society. During Lieutenant Colonel Oliver
North’s testimony before the joint House-Senate committee investi-
gating the Iran-Contra scandal in 1987, co-chair Senator Daniel In-
ouye became the target of racial slurs: some of the telegrams and
phone calls received by the committee told the senator he should “go
home to Japan where he belonged.” But Senator Inouye was born
in the United States and had been awarded a Distinguished Service
Cross for his valor as an American soldier during World War II. The
belief that Americans do not include people with Asian ancestries is
usually expressed more innocently, more casually. A white woman
from New Jersey, for example, once raved to William Wong of the
Oakland Tribune about a wonderful new Vietnamese restaurant in
her town: “We were there the other night and we were the only
Americans there.” Wong noted with regret: “She probably meant the
only white people.””*

But her remark reveals a widely shared assumption in American
culture — one that reflects and is reinforced by a narrow view of
American history. Many existing history books give Asian Americans
only passing notice or overlook them altogether. “When one hears
Americans tell of the immigrants who built this nation,” Congress-
man Norman Mineta of California recently observed, “one is often
led to believe that all our forebearers came from Europe. When one
hears stories about the pioneers going West to shape the land, the
Asian immigrant is rarely mentioned.”®

Sometimes Asian pioneers are even excluded from history. In
1987, the editor of The Californians, a popular history magazine
published in San Francisco, announced the “Pioneer Prize” for the
best essay submitted on the “California pioneers.” “By ‘pioneers,” ”
the editor explained, “we mean those Americans and Europeans who
settled permanently in California between 1823 and 1869 (the year
the transcontinental Central Pacific was completed).”” But actually,
the “pioneers” also included Asians: thousands of them helped to
build the very transcontinental railroad referred to in the magazine’s
announcement, and many settled permanently in California. Many
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classics in the field of American history have also equated “American”
with “white”” or “European” in origin. In his prizewinning study,
The Uprooted, Harvard historian Oscar Handlin presented — to use
the book’s subtitle — “‘the Epic Story of the Great Migrations That
Made the American People.” But Handlin’s “‘epic story” completely
left out the “uprooted” from lands across the Pacific Ocean and the
“great migrations” from Asia that also helped to make “the American
people.” Eurocentric history serves no one. It only shrouds the plu-
ralism that is America and that makes our nation so unique, and
thus the possibility of appreciating our rich racial and cultural di-
versity remains a dream deferred. Actually, as Americans, we come
originally from many different shores — Europe, the Americas, Af-
rica, and also Asia.”

We need to “re-vision” history to include Asians in the history
of America, and to do so in a broad and comparative way. How and
why, we must ask, were the experiences of the various Asian
groups — Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Filipino, Asian Indian, and
Southeast Asian — similar to and different from one another? Cross-
national comparisons can help us to identify the experiences partic-
ular to a group and to highlight the experiences common to all of
them. Why did Asian immigrants leave everything they knew and
loved to come to a strange world so far away? They were “pushed”
by hardships in the homelands and “pulled” here by America’s de-
mand for their labor. But what were their own fierce dreams — from
the first enterprising Chinese miners of the 1850s in search of “Gold
Mountain” to the recent refugees fleeing frantically on helicopters
and leaking boats from the ravages of war in Vietnam? Besides their
points of origin, we need to examine the experiences of Asian Amer-
icans in different geographical regions, especially in Hawaii as com-
pared to the mainland. Time of arrival has also shaped the lives and
communities of Asian Americans. About one million people entered
between the California gold rush of 1849 and the Immigration Act
of 1924, which cut off immigration from Asian countries, and, after
a hiatus of some forty years, a second group numbering about three
and a half million came between 1965 and 1985. How do we compare
the two waves of Asian immigration?

To answer our questions, we must not study Asian Americans
primarily in terms of statistics and what was done to them. They are
entitled to be viewed as subjects — as men and women with minds,
wills, and voices. By “voices” we mean their own words and stories
as told in their oral histories, conversations, speeches, soliloquies,
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and songs, as well as in their own writings — diaries, letters, news-
papers, magazines, pamphlets, placards, posters, flyers, court peti-
tions, autobiographies, short stories, novels, and poems. Their voices
contain particular expressions and phrases with their own meanings
and nuances, the cuttings from the cloth of languages.

For a long time, Asians in this country were not allowed to tell
their stories, sometimes even to talk. In Maxine Hong Kingston’s
novel China Men, Bak Goong goes to Hawaii, where he is told by
a foreman that laborers are not permitted to talk while working. “If
I knew I had to take a vow of silence,” he says to himself, “I would
have shaved off my hair and become a monk.” In the cane fields, he
hears the boss shout: “Shut up. Go work. Chinaman, go work. You
stay go work. Shut up.” He is not even supposed to scream when he
feels the sting of the whip on his shoulder. After work, resting in the
camp away from the ears of the foreman, Bak Goong tells his fellow
workers: “I will talk again. Listen for me.” Among themselves they
curse the white man on horseback: “Take — that — white — demon.
Take — that. Fall — to — the — ground — demon. Cut — you —
into — pieces. Chop — off — your — legs. Die — snake.” Then, one
day, the workers dig a wide hole and they flop on the ground “with
their faces over the edge of the hole and their legs like wheel spokes.”
Suddenly their words come tumbling out: “Hello down there in
China!” “Hello, Mother!” “I’ve been working hard for you, and I
hate it.” “I’ve become an opium addict.” “I don’t even look Chinese
anymore.” “I'm coming home by and by.” “I'm not coming home.”
The men had, Kingston writes, ‘‘dug an ear into the world, and were
telling their secrets.”’8

Today we need to fill the shouting holes, to listen to the Bak
Goongs of the past and learn their secrets. Their stories can enable
us to understand Asians as actors in the making of history and can
give us a View from below — the subjective world of the immigrant
experience. Detained at the Angel Island Immigration Station in San
Francisco Bay, Chinese immigrants carved over a hundred poems on
the walls of the barracks. One of them wrote:

I used to admire the land of the Flowery
Flag as a country of abundance.

I immediately raised money and started my
journey.

For over a month, I have experienced enough
wind and waves. . . .
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I look up and see Oakland so close by. . . .

Discontent fills my belly and it is difficult for
me to sleep.

I just write these few lines to express what is
on my mind.’

We need to know what was on the “minds” of the people. As
scholars of a new social history have noted recently, so much of
history has been the story of kings and elites, rendering invisible and
silent the “little people.” An Asian American told an interviewer: ‘I
am a second generation Korean American without any achievements
in life and I have no education. What is it you want to hear from
me? My life is not worth telling to anyone.” Similarly, a Chinese
immigrant said: ‘““You know, it seems to me there’s no use in me
telling you all this! I was just a simple worker, a farmworker around
here. My story is not going to interest anybody.” But others realize
they are worthy of scholarly attention. “What is it you want to
know?” an old Filipino immigrant asked a researcher. “Talk about
history. What’s that . . . ah, the story of my life . . . and how people
lived with each other in my time.”

Ay, manong

your old brown hands
hold life, many lives
within each crack

a story.1°

When the people recount what happened, they become animated
and their stories — to use Joy Kogawa’s wonderful phrase — “burst
with telling.”” They understand why their stories need to be shared.
“I hope this survey do a lot of good for Chinese people,” a Chinese
man told an interviewer from Stanford University in the 1920s.
“Make American people realize that Chinese people are humans. I
think very few American people really know anything about
Chinese.” Remembering the discrimination he experienced, an old
manong explained: “You cannot avoid racism, it is hanging over
every Filipino-American. There are still too many ignorant people.”
In the telling and retelling of their stories, the elderly immigrants
teclaim the authorship of their own history. They want the younger
generations to know about their experiences. “Our stories should be
listened to by many young people,” said a ninety-one-year-old retired
Japanese plantation laborer. “It’s for their sake. We really had a hard
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time, you know.” And when the listeners learn about their roots,
they feel enriched — members of a “community of memory”:

Your intimate life,

The story of your fight,

Though not recorded

In any history book,

Yet lives engraved on my heart.!

Their stories belong to our country’s history and need to be
recorded in our history books, for they reflect the making of America
as a nation of immigrants, as a place where men and women came
to find a new beginning. Initially many Asian immigrants, probably
most of them, saw themselves as sojourners. But so did European
. immigrants. The view of Asian immigrants as “sojourners” and Eu-
ropean immigrants as “settlers” is both a mistaken notion and a

* widely held myth. Large numbers of newcomers from both Asia and
Europe, in the beginning at least, planned to stay here only tempo-
rarily; many sojourning laborers had left their wives and children
behind in their homelands, intending to work in America for a few
years and then return to their families. Chinese women staying behind
in Guangdong sang lyrics of loss:

Dear husband, ever since you sojourned in a
foreign land.

I've lost interest in all matters.

All day long, I stay inside the bedroom, my
brows knitted;

Ten thousand thoughts bring me endless remorse.

In grief, in silence.

I cannot fall asleep on my lonely pillow.

Migratory Polish men also sang about the experience of separation
from their families:

When I journeyed from Amer’ca,
And the foundry where I labored. . . .
Soon I came to New York City,

To the agent for my passage. . . .
Then I left Berlin for Krakow;

There my wife was waiting for me.
And my children did not know me,
For they fled from me, a stranger.
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“My dear children, I'm your papa;
Three long years 1 have not seen you.”'>

Actually, migrants from Europe returned to their homelands in
sizable numbers. Between 1895 and 1918, according to historian
Rowland Berthoff, S5 percent as many Englishmen returned home
as left for the United States; the proportion was 46 percent for the
Scots and 42 percent for the Irish. The rate of return migration was
very high for many groups of European sojourners — 40 percent for
Polish and 50 percent for Italians. In “Home-Going Italians,” pub-
lished in Survey in 1912, Victor Von Borosini reported: “Most Ital-
jans remain in the United States from two to five years.” Greek
migration reflected a similar return pattern. Of the 366,454 Greeks
who arrived in America between 1908 and 1923, 46 percent returned
to Greece. “A very small percentage of the Greek emigrants go to
foreign countries with the intention of remaining there,” reported
the U.S. consul in Athens in 1903. “They all go abroad with the
intention to return to their native land sooner or later.” But many
Greeks eventually stayed. “It came gradually,” said a Greek who
became a settler. “I got married, began to raise a family and was
immobilized.” For this Greek immigrant and thousands of compa-
triots like him, explained historian Theodore Saloutos, the decision
to remain in the United States permanently came as “an after-
thought.” Similarly, 55 percent of the 200,000 Japanese who went
to Hawaii between 1886 and 1924 returned to Japan. Most of them
had left Japan as dekaseginin, intending to work only for a few years
in Hawaii. But significantly, almost half of the Japanese stayed, be-
coming imin, or people moving permanently to another country.!

But, coming here from Asia, many of America’s immigrants
found they were not allowed to feel at home in the United States,
and even their grandchildren and great-grandchildren still find they
are not viewed and accepted as Americans. “We feel that we’re a
guest in someone else’s house,” said third-generation Ron Waka-
bayashi, National Director of the Japanese American Citizens League,
“that we can never really relax and put our feet on the table.”'*

Behind Wakabayashi’s complaint is the question, Why have
Asian Americans been viewed and treated as outsiders? In his essay
“The Stranger,” sociologist Georg Simmel develops a theory, based
on the experiences of Jews, to explain the discrimination and es-
trangement experienced by a group entering another society. Not
belonging in the new place initially, the intruders bring qualities that
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are not indigenous. Not bound by roots to the new place, they are
in a state of detachment, viewed as clannish, rigidly attached to their
old country and their old culture. Their “strangeness” stands out
more sharply as they settle down in the new land and become traders
and merchants, for they still lack organic and established ties of
kinship and locality. What is stressed in the host society is not the
individuality of the newcomers but their alien origin, the qualities
they share with one another as “strangers.”?
—  While Simmel’s theory is heuristic and insightful for the study
of Asian Americans, it needs to be grounded in history — the par-
ticularities of time and place. What transformed Asians into
“strangers” in America was not simply their migration to a foreign
land and their lack of indigenous and organic ties to American society,
\but also their point of origin and their specific reception. Their ex-
'periences here, as they turned out in mw, were pro-
foundly different from the experiences of European immigrants. To
be sure, the immigrants who crossed the Atlantic Ocean suffered
hardships and anguish. As historian John Higham has described so
powerfully in Strangers in the Land, the Italians, Jews, Irish, and
other European-immigrant groups were victims of labor exploitation,
social ostracism, and the sharp barbs of intolerant American nativism.
Nevertheless, immigrants of European ancestry had certain advan-
tages in America. The promise of this new world for them, as F. Scott
Fitzgerald portrayed it, was mythic: here an individual could remake
himself — Gatz could become Gatsby. They could give themselves
new identities by changing their names as did Doris Kapplehoff to
Doris Day, Bernie Schwartz to Tony Curtis, Issur Danielovitch to
Kirk Douglas, and Edmund Marcizewski to Ed Muskie. “America
represented a new life, new hope, new perspective,” observed J. N.
Hook in his book Family Names. “Why not enter it with a new
name, an ‘American’ name that would have no association with the
life forever left behind.” A new ‘“American” name also opened the
way for economic opportunities. “Some immigrants believed, rightly
in some instances, that their chances for material success would be
improved if their name did not betray their origins.” Others became
“Americans” mainly by shedding their past, their ethnicity — the
language, customs, dress, and culture of the old country. Physically
indistinguishable from old-stock whites in America, they were able
to blend into the society of their adopted country.¢
Asian immigrants could not transform themselves as felicitously,
for they had come “from a different shore.” In the present study, the

From a Different Shore T3

term “shore” has multiple meanings. These men and women came
from Asia across the Pacific rather than from Europe across the
Atlantic. They brought Asian cultures rather than the traditions and
ideas originating in the Greco-Roman world. Moreover, they had
qualities they could not change or hide — the shape of their eyes,
the color of their hair, the complexion of their skin. They were
subjected not only to cultural prejudice, or ethnocentrism, but also
racism. They wore what University of Chicago sociologist Robert E.
Park termed a “racial uniform.” Unlike the Irish and other groups
from Europe, Asian immigrants could not become “mere individuals,

indistinguishable in the cosmopolitan mass of the population.” Re-
gardless mhey sadly discovered, they could
not gain acceptance in the larger society. They were judged not by
the content of their character but by their complexion. ““The trouble
is not with the Japanese mind but with the Japanese skin,” wrote
Park as he observed American-white attitudes in 1913. “The Jap is
not the right color.”?”

“Color” in America operated within an economic context. Asian
immigrants came here to meet demands for labor — plantation work-
ers, railroad crews, miners, factory operatives, cannery workers, and
farm laborers. Employers developed a dual-wage system to pay Asian
laborers less than white workers and pitted the groups against each
other in order to depress wages for both. “Ethnic antagonism” — to
use Edna Bonacich’s phrase — led white laborers to demand the re-
striction of Asian workers already here in a segregated labor market
of low-wage jobs and the exclusion of future Asian immigrants. Thus
the class interests of white capital as well as white labor needed Asians
as “strangers.”!3

Pushed out of competition for employment by racial discrimi-
nation and white working-class hostility, many Asian immigrants
became shopkeepers, merchants, and small businessmen. ‘“There
wasn’t any other opportunity open to the Chinese,” explained the

son of a Chinese storekeeper. “Probably opening a store was one of

the few things that they could do other than opening a laundry.”
Self-employment was not an Asian “cultural trait” or an occupation
peculiar to “strangers” but a means of survival, a response to racial
discrimination and exclusion in the Iabor market. The early Chinese
and Japanese immigrants had been peasants in their home countries.
Excluded from employment in the general economy, they became
shopkeepers and ethnic enterprisers. They also developed their own
separate commercial enclaves, which served as an economic basis for
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ethnic solidarity, and their business and cultural separateness in turn
reinforced both their image and condition as “strangers.”"’

Unlike European immigrants, Asians were also victimized by
the institutionalized racial discrimination of public policies. The
Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 singled out the Chinese on a racial
basis, and the National Origins Act of 1924 totally prohibited Jap-
anese immigration while permitting the annual entry of 17,853 from
Ireland, 5,802 from Italy, and 6,524 from Poland. Furthermore, the
1924 law supported the formation of families in European-immigrant
communities, allowing European-immigrant men to return to their
homelands and bring wives back to the United States. Their wives
were accorded nonquota status, that is, there were no limits to the
number of European women who could come here as wives. The law
had the very opposite effect on Asian-immigrant communities. Seek-
ing to prevent the development of Asian families here, it barred the
entry of women from China, Japan, Korea, and India. Even U.S.
citizens could not bring Asian wives into the country, for the latter
were classified as “aliens ineligible to citizenship’ and hence inad-
missible. While the 1924 law did not apply to Filipino immigration
(because the Philippines was a territory of the United States), the
Tydings-McDuffie Act of 1934 provided for the independence of
the Philippines and limited Filipino immigration to fifty persons a
year.20

The laws not only determined who could come to the United
States but also who could become citizens. Decades before Asian
immigration had even begun, this country had already defined by
law the complexion of its citizens. The Naturalization Law of 1790
had specified that naturalized citizenship was to be reserved for
“whites.” This law remained in effect until 1952. Though immigrants
from countries like Ireland and Italy experienced discrimination and
nativist reactions, they nonetheless could become citizens of the
United States. Citizenship is a prerequisite for suffrage — political
power essential for groups to defend and advance their rights and
interests. Unlike their European counterparts, Asian immigrants were
not permitted to exercise power through the ballot and their own
Tammany Halls. As “aliens ineligible to citizenship,” they were also
prohibited by the laws of many states from land ownership — the
condition Frederick Jackson Turner celebrated as the foundation of
democracy in America. One of the laws went even further. The 1922
Cable Act provided that any American woman who married “an
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alien ineligible to citizenship shall cease to be a citizen of the United
States.”?!

During a revealing moment in the history of American citizen-
ship, the line between white and nonwhite blurred briefly. Fleeing
from genocide in their homelands, 50,000 Armenians had come to
America in the early twentieth century. In 1909 federal authorities
classified Armenians as ““Asiatics” and denied naturalized citizenship
to Armenian immigrants. But shortly afterward, in the Halladjian
decision, a U.S. circuit court of appeals ruled that Armenians were
Caucasian because of their ethnography, history, and appearance.
Four years later California passed its alien land law, but the restriction
did not apply to Armenians. By 1930, some 18,000 Armenians lived
in the state; their access to landownership enabled many Armenians
to become farmers in Fresno County. They became wealthy farm-
ers — owners of vast acreage and leading producers of raisins. “The
Armenians, they like the Japanese,” recalled a Japanese farmer of
Fresno. “Lots speak only Armenian — just like Issei [immigrant Jap-
anese]. They came about the same time too. But I think they learned
a little bit more English than the Japanese did and they looked more
American and I think it helped them a lot.” The experience of the
Armenians illustrated the immense difference it made to be Caucasian
and not ““Asiatic.”’?

But the most terrible and tragic instance of this difference oc-
curred during World War I Setting aside the Constitution of the
United States, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive Order
9066, which targeted Japanese Americans for special persecution and
deprived them of their rights of due process and equal protection of
the law. Unlike German Americans and Italian Americans, Japanese
Americans were incarcerated in internment camps by the federal
government. Even possession of U.S. citizenship did not protect rights
and liberties guaranteed by the Constitution: two thirds of the
120,000 internees were American citizens by birth.

Behind state policy lay a powerful traditional vision of America
as a “homogeneous” nation. In a sermon given aboard the Arbella,
John Winthrop told his fellow Puritans as they sailed to America in
1630 that they would be establishing a “city upon a hill,” with the
“eyes of the world” upon them. Their colony was to be a “new”
England. This conception of the character and purpose of the English
“errand” to the New World embraced a racial identity. “In the set-
tlement of this country,” historian Winthrop Jordan noted, “the red
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and black peoples served white men as aids to navigation by which
they would find their safe positions as they ventured into America.”
The question of the relationship between race and nationality became
immensely important as the colonies struggled for independence and
transformed themselves into a new nation. In 1751 Benjamin Franklin
offered his thoughts on the future complexion of American society
in his essay Observations Concerning the Increase of Mankind. All
Africa was black or “tawney,” he noted, and Asia was chiefly “taw-
ney.” The English were the “principle Body of white People,” and
Franklin wished there were more of them in America. Why should
we, he asked, “darken” the people of America: “Why increase the
Sons of Africa, by Planting them in America, where we have so fair
an opportunity, by excluding all Blacks and Tawneys, of increasing
the lovely White?” After independence, one of the Federalist Papers
announced: ‘“Providence [had] been pleased to give this one con-
nected country to one united people — a people descended from the
same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same
religion, attached to the same principles of government, very similar
in their manners and customs.” In a letter to James Monroe, President
Thomas Jefferson wrote that he looked forward to distant times when
the American continent would be covered with such a people. Earlier,
in his Notes on the State of Virginia, Jefferson had identified the
particular people who should occupy the new continent, saying he
recoiled with horror from the possibility of “either blot or mixture
on that surface” and advocating the removal of blacks from the
United States. America, for Jefferson, was to be a “‘sanctuary” where
immigrants from Europe would establish a new society for themselves
and their progeny. Jefferson’s hope for America was articulated over
a hundred years later by the United States Supreme Court in the 1923
decision of U.S. v. Bhagat Singh Thind. Denying naturalized citizen-
ship to Asian Indians because they were not “white,” the Court noted
the assimilability of European immigrants: “The children of English,
French, German, Italian, Scandinavian, and other European paren-
tage, quickly merge into the mass of our population and lose the
distinctive hallmarks of their European origin.”?*

But America also had a counter tradition and vision, springing
from the reality of racial and cultural diversity. It had been, as Walt
Whitman celebrated so lyrically, “a teeming Nation of nations” com-
posed of a “vast, surging, hopeful army of workers,” a new society
where all should be welcomed, “Chinese, Irish, German — all, all,
without exceptions.”
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Passage O soul to India! . . .

Tying the Eastern to the Western sea,

The road between Europe and Asia. . . .

Lands found and nations born, thou born America,

For purpose vast, man’s long probation fill'd,

Thou rondure of the world at last accomplish’d. . . .

Europe to Asia, Africa join’d, and they to the New
World.

The new society’s diversity was portrayed by Herman Melville in his
novel about the chase for the great white whale. The crew of the
Pequod is composed of whites, blacks, Indians, Pacific Islanders, and
Asians. As they work together, they are integrated in the labor process
and united in a relationship of dependency, mutual survival, and
cooperation. Nowhere is this connectedness more graphically illus-
trated than in the “monkey-rope,” which is fastened to both Ishmael
and Queequeg. Lowered down to the water to secure the blubber
hook onto the dead whale, with vicious sharks swirling around it,
Queequeg is held by a rope tied to Ishmael. The process is perilous
for both men. “We two, for the time,” Ishmael tells us, “‘were wedded;
and should poor Queequeg sink to rise no more, then both usage
and honor demanded, that instead of cutting the cord, it should drag
me down in his wake.” There is a noble class unity among the crew,
and the working class aboard the Pequod is saluted. An “ethereal
light” shines on the “workman’s arm,” and the laborers are ascribed
“high qualities” and “democratic dignity.” In the early twentieth
century, a Japanese immigrant described in poetry a lesson that had
been learned by farm laborers of different nationalities — Japanese,
Filipino, Mexican, and Asian Indian:

People harvesting
Work together unaware
Of racial problems.

A Filipino-immigrant laborer in California expressed a similar hope
and understanding. America was, Macario Bulosan told his brother
Carlos, “not a land of one race or one class of men” but “a new
world” of respect and unconditional opportunities for all who toiled
and suffered from oppression, from “the first Indian that offered
peace in Manhattan to the last Filipino pea pickers.”?®

Asians migrated east to America. For them, the first glimpse of
what F. Scott Fitzgerald poetically described as this “fresh, green
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breast of the new world” was not the Statue of Liberty but the ancient
volcanoes of Hawaii reaching from the ocean toward the sky, Mount
Rainier rising majestically behind the port city of Seattle, and the
brown hills of California sloping gently toward the sea touching Asia.
For these arriving men and women, the immigration station was not
on Ellis Island but Oahu, Hawaii, and Angel Island in San Francisco
Bay. But like Fitzgerald’s Dutch sailors seeing the new land for the
first time in the seventeenth century, Asian immigrants, too, must
have held their breath in the presence of this continent.>®

America represented liminality, and the Asian immigrants” ac-
tions enabled them to make history even in conditions they did not
choose. In their trans-Pacific odyssey, they “crossed boundaries not
delineated in space.” Their migration broke the “cake of custom”
and placed them within a new dynamic and transitional context, an
ambiguous situation “betwixt and between all fixed points of clas-
sification.” They reached a kind of geographical and cultural margin
where old norms became detached, and they found themselves free
for new associations and new enterprises. In America, Asian immi-
grants encountered long hours of labor and racial discrimination,
but they did not permit exterior demands to determine wholly the
direction and quality of their lives. Energies, pent up in the old coun-
tries, were unleashed, and they found themselves pursuing urges and
doing things they had thought beyond their capabilities. They had
not read John Locke, but they, too, believed that “in the beginning,
all the world was America.” Like the immigrants from Europe, many
Asians saw America as a place for a fresh start. They came here, as
Filipino immigrant Carlos Bulosan expressed it, searching for ““a door
into America” and seeking “to build a new life with untried mate-
rials.” “Would it be possible,” he asked, “for an immigrant like me
to become a part of the American dream?” The hopeful question
also contained deep doubt, for Bulosan and his fellow Asian immi-
grants knew they were “strangers from a different shore.”*’

EXTRAVAGANCE

My first sight of the approaching land was an exhilarating
experience. . . . Everything seemed familiar and kind — the
white faces of the buildings melting into the soft afternoon
sun, the gray contours of the surrounding valleys that
seemed to vanish in the last periphery of light. With a
sudden surge of joy, I knew that I must find a home in this
new land.

Carlos Bulosan

My father sold me when I was seven years old; my mother
cried. He seemed very sad, and when he went away he gave
me a few cash, and wished me prosperity. That was the
last time I saw him. I was sold four times. I came to
California about five years ago.

Sing Kum

Day of spacious dreams!
I sailed for America,
Overblown with hope.

Ichiyo!



