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The New Chinese Diaspora

Embracing the Model Minority and Perpetual Foreigner?
Frank H. Wu

INTRODUCTION

new wave of Chinese immigration is now arriving
A;n America, different than prior waves.! The new
rrivals embrace what their predecessors forswore.
From the model minority myth to the perpetual foreigner
syndrome, the new Chinese diaspora is staking out a con-
ception of Chinese American identity that is Sinocentric
and empowered. This article, based on the opening keynote
speech of the CHSA Conference, analyzes how this new
wave is unlike the Chinese American community that pre-
ceded it. The work is descriptive, not normative; that is, the
point is to be objective, not to pass judgment on either new-
comers or those whose families came earlier. It is perforce
general, with the risk of error that arises from any report
about groups in the aggregate.

None of these changes is unusual. Jewish migration to the
United States included a Sephardic wave; an Ashkenazi and
German, Yiddish-speaking wave; and a later Eastern Euro-
pean wave.” Among them were those who were assimilated
to European high culture and educated, who were relatively
privileged, and there were mutual apprehensions among
these waves. The intellectual discourse among African
Americans included the “debate™ between Booker T. Wash-
ington, who suggested Blacks “cast down your bucket where
you are,” and W. E. B. DuBois, who urged “the Talented
Tenth” to insist on equality; not to mention plans such as for
repatriation to Liberia or colonization as promoted by Mar-
cus Garvey.” That was followed by the conventional if not
clichéd dichotomy between Martin Luther King Jr. and Mal-
colm X.* Likewise the Chinese diaspora in the United States
has included everyone from Sun Yat-Sen, founder of mod-
ern China, and Soong Mei-Ling, better known as Madame
Chiang Kai-Shek, who secured U.S. support for China dur-
ing World War 11, to Ai Wei Wei, the avant-garde artist.” Sun
spent formative years in Hawaii with his elder brother, in
the 1880s; Madame Chiang attended college in Georgia and
retired in the States; and Ai began attracting acclaim for his
art in New York City a century later.

Q9

TWO EARLIER WAVES OF
CHINESE IMMIGRANTS

To understand the new wave, it is necessary to recall the two
earlier waves.® There are various means of classifying Chi-
nese immigrants. For the sake of simplicity, only two cat-
egories are used here: those who came prior 1o the Magnu-
son Act, also known as the Chinese Exclusion Repeal Act of
1943, and those who came afterward, until the advent of the
new wave. The McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 could be used
as the dividing line, but the earlier date groups together
the Chinese who were resident in the United States during
World War 11, who landed during the hostilities, or who
came during the immediate postwar period, with the later
entrants, which seems in sociological terms more appropri-
ate. The classes are demarcated by U.S. immigration policy,
but they also correlate roughly to Chinese historical periods.

These two groups are quite different from one another.” It
begins with their roots.

The earliest Chinese immigrants were virtually all men
[rom Canton or the Pearl River Delta, southern coastal areas
that used the Cantonese language. There were exceptions,
including a few well-to-do merchants or sons of families that
could be described as mercantile, but these individuals were
rare, and women even more so. They worked on the trans-
continental railroad, laying the Western tracks from Califor-
nia to Promontory Point, Utah.® Some also were recruited
unwittingly as strikebreakers in Eastern factories, others
to the Deep South during Reconstruction, in a scheme to
replace freed slaves.® A few families sailed in junks to Mon-
terey, California.!*

The next Chinese immigrants had a broader range of geo-
graphical origins, and they included significantly more who
used the Mandarin language. Although the persons who
were diplomats or from other elite backgrounds remained
uncommon, they had become less scarce in absolute terms
and more significant in proportional terms (because immi-
gration exclusion ensured extremely low overall numbers).
From 1949, for two generations (forty years), the bulk of
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Chinese immigration started not from mainland China, due
to restrictions on emigration, but from Taiwan and Hong
Kong, as well as other places where Chinese had settled,
such as the Philippines, Vietnam, or Malaysia, or even in a
few instances locations such as within the Caribbean—of
course it all commenced at some point on mainland China,
but it passed through these places, with pauses of even
longer than a single generation, The few Chinese from the
mainland during the Cold War era would have been extraor-
dinary—refugees or defectors.

However, these two earlier groups together can be dis-
tinguished from the current flow by the environment. They
came at a time of open, harsh, unabashed discrimination
against Chinese immigrants and Chinese Americans. These
were de jure measures, meaning they were formal laws
(whether federal or state, statutory or decisional), that dis-
advantaged persons of Chinese ancestry. They included
the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which prohibited further
migration subject to limited quotas (and circumvented by
“paper sons”); the subsequent Geary Act, which required
Chinese who had come legally to carry papers at all times
to avoid summary deportation: and limits on land owner-
ship, intermarriage, and professional licensure.*! They also
included attempts—defeated in the courts—to enforce neu-
tral regulations in a racial manner, such as by denying almost
all Chinese applicants the requisite permits to operate laun-
dries in San Francisco while granting almost all non-Chinese
competitors the same privilege.!? The ongoing existence
of Chinese Americans was endangered because they were
barred from naturalizing on a racial basis (though some man-
aged 10 do so under the standard of “free white persons™)."?
The United States opposed, unsuccessfully, the recognition
of citizenship by birthright.'* In the “separate but equal” era
between the 1896 decision of Plessy v. Ferguson and the 1954
decision of Brown v. Board of Fducation, Asians—specifically
Chinese—were deemed no different than African Americans,
insofar as segregation could be practiced (though enforce-
ment was not uniform).*> The bigotry was comprehensive.
Prior to the 1964 Civil Rights Act, barring private parties
from the practices, it was customary to refuse employment,
housing, and public accommodations to even Chinese Amer-
icans who were bona fide citizens.'® Nor was the intolerance
limited to xenophobia or a principled distinction between
citizens and foreigners, because it extended to Chinese
Americans but not European immigrants.

Even prior to the current flow, these two groups of Chi-
nese Americans were discrete. The earliest Chinese immi-
grants were laborers who faced occupational segmentation,
which concentrated them in the crews building the railroad,
laundries, restaurants, owners of small businesses serving
ethnic clientele (e.g., insurance brokers), and, in the Deep
South, proprietors of grocery stores for Black or impover-
ished White patrons. The next Chinese immigrants were
professionals, including students on scholarship who stayed

after completion of their degrees, and others who could qual-
ify on the basis of skills that were needed within the domestic
economy, such as health care service providers. The former
formed an urban, Cantonese-speaking community; the lat-
ter, by and large a suburban, Mandarin-speaking counter-
part. While these communities had contact, they nonetheless
were separated by multiple factors, including the founding
of churches and language schools that functioned as centers
of social life. A church that conducted worship in Cantonese
would not appeal to a family that was not Christian, nor to a
family that was Christian but was fluent in only Mandarin.
A language school that had instruction in Mandarin would
attract few families that wished to maintain Cantonese (these
language schools had a further decision with political impli-
cations whether to use the simplified ideograms developed
on the mainland or the traditional characters still in use in
Taiwan and Hong Kong).

Despite their differences, these two groups converged
toward shared traits. As they formed associations to advance
equality, their civic engagement has depended on a set of
strategies. That has been the case especially as Chinese
Americans have joined others to become Asian Americans.
The term itsell was invented by scholar Yuji Ichioka in the
late 1960s.'7 The trends that made “Asian American” a real-
ity emerged with the cultural revolutions of 1967, when the
“Summer of Love” occurred in the San Francisco Bay Area,
and 1968, when civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr.
and presidential candidate Robert E Kennedy were assassi-
nated. A Yellow Power Movement brought together Chinese
Americans, Japanese Americans, and Filipino Americans,
primarily students, emulating the Black Power Movement
and participating in the Third World Strike.'® The activism
was circumscribed by time (the late 1960s and early 1970s),
geography (centering on California), and generation (young,
native-born). Another round of protests occurred with the
campaign of “Justice for Vincent Chin."? A Chinese Ameri-
can killed with a baseball bat in 1982 in Detroit, “the Motor
City,” by White autoworkers who apparently blamed him for
the success of Japanese imported cars, he became an iconic
martyr after the murderers were each given three years of
probation and a $3000 fine. That effort brought together
multiple ethnicities, because of the “mistaken identity™ twice
over (Chinese for Japanese, American for foreign).

Among the accomplishments of the movement was the
creation of Asian American Studies as an academic disci-
pline.?” The practitioners were self-consciously “of” the com-
munity. They sought to forge an identity through scholarship.

Their research, and the accompanying advocacy, has had
clear themes. They were pan—-Asian American in a form of
mutual defense.?! Both words in the artificial identity were
important. They encouraged bridge building among Asian
ethnicities in America, acknowledging that “Asian” was
associated with the imperialism of the Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere, a euphemism for Japanese imperial



The New Chinese Diaspora 101

aggression.?? The Asian ancestors of Asian Americans may
have hated one another, may even have [ought total wars
among themselves.**

These Asian Americans proclaimed that they were loyal
Americans, however they may have felt about assimilation.
They were not sojourners who were temporarily resident, or
perpetual foreigners relegated to second-class status.?* Dur-
ing the Cold War, it was in the interests of Chinese Ameri-
cans particularly to lay claim to a U.S. passport, to avoid sus-
picions when a “confession” program was under way to ferret
out those whose ancestors included illegal immigrants.?® The
government correspondingly had reason to refute the notion
that the United States was racist to promote its image, in con-
trast to the Soviet Union, with nations that had populations
who resembled the people of color in the States.*®

Among the recurring concerns for “Asian Americanists,”
as those in the field called themselves, was debunking the
“model minority myth."?” The image that Asian Americans
were highly successful, overcoming prejudice without gov-
ernment intervention, in pointed comparison with African
Americans and Latinos, was challenged as empirically false,
for failing to take into account selective migration, educa-
tional attainment, multigeneration households, concentra-
tion of the demographic in higher-wage areas, and dissimilar
stereotypes. A multitude of books, articles, and op-eds were
produced to demonstrate either that Asian Americans were
normal or that their achievements on average were attribut-
able to factors other than some sort of ethnic superiority.

These tenets are exemplified by the Organization of Chi-
nese Americans. A nonprofit founded in 1973, OCA adopted
bylaws that deliberately stayed away from homeland poli-
tics by restraining themselves from expressing opinions
on “politics of any foreign country.”?® They subsequently
amended their name to the abbreviation “OCA”" to indicate
they aspired to represent all Asian Americans. They belong to
the Washington, D.C.~based umbrella group, the Leadership
Conference on Civil Rights, founded by labor unions, Jew-
ish, and African American organizations. The earlier Chinese
American Citizens Alliance, which initially was constituted as
the Native Sons of the Golden State (akin to the Whites-only
Native Sons of the Golden West), similarly was, as indicated
by both names, prideful about citizenship and native status.
Japanese Americans were even more patriotic. The Japanese
American Citizens League was criticized for acquiescing to
the World War 11 internment.

A NEW WAVE OF CHINESE DIASPORA

The new wave of Chinese immigrants has established itself
independently.®® They have not deferred to others out of
respect for priority in time. Just as the native-born children
of immigrants have not always revered their immigrant par-
ents out of Asian filial piety, the new immigrants have not

paid homage to the earlier native-born. The new organiza-
tions, such as United Chinese Americans (UCA), advertise
themselves as the first such nonprofits, which is true by the
criteria of dedication to Chinese mainland diaspora, not
Chinese Americans from Taiwan or Hong Kong, much less
American-born Chinese (*“ABCs"). Even before this constitu-
ency asserted itself, Chinese Americans and other observ-
ers had wondered whether Asians would become honor-
ary Whites, members of a privileged majority “overclass,”
instead of welcoming the status of “people of color.”*! To add
Asian Americans to racial narratives, adopting a paradigm
“beyond black and white,” does not indicate whether Asian
Americans will be inserted in the black or the white side of
the line.*? The new Chinese diaspora is generating another
cleavage, based on native-born versus foreign-born status.*?
IFor some, “ABC™ has connotations that are pejorative. In the
hit movie Crazy Rich Asians, released in 2018 and based on
the best-selling novel of the same name, “ABC” is synony-
mous with “banana,” which is clearly derogatory: “yellow on
the outside, white on the inside.” Whatever else may be said,
“Asian American” is dynamic rather than stable, indeed con-
tested.”

As a factual matter, Chinese immigration to the United
States has shifted. The phenomenon is predominantly main-
land at the moment and for the foreseeable future: to use
two data points for comparison, in the 1970s migration from
Taiwan to the United States was five times that of migra-
tion from mainland China, but by the 2000s migration [rom
mainland China was ten times that from Taiwan; as of the
most recent immigration yearbook, 2016, lawful permanent
residence or “green card” status was granted to 77,658 from
China, 5,062 from Taiwan, and 2,982 from Hong Kong.*
The “tipping point” was circa 1980s.

Country of 1950~ 1960- 1970~ 1980-

Last Residence 1959 1969 1979 1989
China 8,836 14,060 17,627 170,897
Tarwan 21 15,657 83,155 119,051

Hong Kong 13,781 67,047 117,350 112,132

Source: Office of Immigration Statistics, 2016 Yearbook of Immigration Sta-
tistics (Washington, D.C.; U.S. Deparument of Homeland Securnity, 2017), 8,
https:/iwww.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/2016%20Yearbook %200 %20
Immigration%20Statistics. pdf.

Within Chinese immigration, and Asian immigration,
another line can be drawn. There are both those who come
with great capital, whether financial or human, and those
who come impoverished, including those who lack docu-
mentation.*®

These Chinese immigrants are entering an altogether dif-
ferent America, as they are departing an altogether different
Asia. The United States no longer allows racial discrimina-
tion, at least ostensibly rejecting such prejudices in both
public life and private life. The persistence of the problem is
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taken as an aberration rather than the norm. Unlike prior to
the Fair Housing Act, enacted in 1968, a Chinese immigrant
who has the financial means o purchase real estate, even in
a White neighborhood, should be able to do so. Chinese in
integrated suburbs and Asians in prosperous Asian districts
have ceased to be startling, and Chinese high-net-worth
buyers can move in to the most exclusive buildings and
neighborhoods with minimal fuss. Asia is ascendant, with
China developing at a pace that is unprecedented and on a
scale surpassing all others. Chinese immigrants are no lon-
ger leaving a Third World nation, beset by famine and riven
by conflict, for a Gold Mountain of material prosperity that
could not be attained in their homeland however hard they
worked; to the contrary, they may envision a temporary resi-
dence for training Stateside, because their career prospects
ultimately are better in Shenzhen than Silicon Valley. The
contemporary Chinese, furthermore, have survived, or their
parents did, the Cultural Revolution, the effects of which
cannot be underestimated. Thanks to technology, in partic-
ular social media platforms such as WeChat, they can sus-
tain meaningful relationships without interruption after they
relocate overseas.’” The Chinese government has requested
that its United Front propaganda activities be assisted by the
Chinese diaspora, for example, on its “Belt and Road" initia-
tive.”® This type of coordination has alarmed U.S. officials.?

Thus the new wave of Chinese immigrants can be con-
trasted with the earlier waves. Among them are a transna-
tional diaspora.* Some are “Chinese in America” (10 borrow
Iris Changs phrase) rather than Chinese Americans: they are
foreign students, expatriate business persons, and migrant
workers who lead lives always in transit as “astronauts” or
“sea turtles,” to use the Chinese-language metaphors for
keeping homes on both sides of the Pacific Ocean.*' Instead
of being pan-Asian American, they may be less enthusias-
tic about both the “Asian” and the “American,” shying away
from association with other Asian ethnicities and declaration
of American citizenship. They embody ethnic nationalism, a
few of them willing to advance the Chinese agenda as they
have been invited to do, including on such controversies as
Taiwan and Tibet—though reports have been criticized for
hyperbole.*? The “model minority myth” is regarded posi-
tively, as a truth, albeit typically less on a biological basis than
a cultural one. The proposition is that “Tiger Mom™ parenting
produces desirable outcomes and that some behaviors, cor-
related to an ethnic group, result in economic success.*’

The contrast is revealed through multiple disputes. In
partisan politics, a vocal contingent of Chinese Americans
for Republican nominee, and eventual victor, Donald Trump
in the 2016 presidential election were at odds with Chinese
American elected officials: all three members of the House of
Representatives of Chinese descent are liberal Democrats—
Judy Chu, chair of the Asian Pacific American Caucus, from
Monterey Park, California; Ted Lieu, who emerged as a lead-
ing critic of President Trump, also [rom Southern California;

and Grace Meng, of Flushing, Queens.** Other controversies
range [rom Chinese Americans who [iled suit against Har-
vard University [or alleged discrimination in undergradu-
ate admissions, blaming affirmative action for the unfair-
ness—who are being fought by those who would separate
anti-Asian bias from diversity programs—to the Chinese
Americans who reject sanctuary for undocumented persons
and wish to unseat Asian American politicians who support
regularization of status for such “illegal immigrants.” Among
those who are most prominent in these debates are new
arrivals. As the New York Times put it in a headline, “They Left
China to Chase the American Dream. Now They're Fight-
ing Affirmative Action.” Or as the Washington Post put it in
another headline, “These First-Generation Chinese Ameri-
cans Are Vigorously Opposing Sanctuary Laws.™*® Much of
the internal quarrel among Chinese Americans is genera-
tional within families.*” Chinese Americans were divided
by the case of Peter Liang, a Chinese American rookie cop
in New York City who in 2014 shot and killed Akai Gur-
ley, an unarmed African American.*® Liang was prosecuted.
Some believed he was scapegoated for conduct that White
peers engaged in with impunity. Others joined the “Black
Lives Matter” movement and called for him 1o be punished.
An open letter to Asian immigrant parents was published on
the Internet by their Asian American children, explaining the
youths' position.*

The new Chinese Americans themselves are purchas-
ing guns, responding to targeted advertising in Chinese on
social media.’® This summary does not even encompass
issues such as gender equity and anti-discrimination protec-
tions for LGBT individuals, among others likely to show divi-
sions. In their literature—now websites rather than ethnic
newspapers—arguments are presented in Chinese as much
as they are in English, Diaspora identity is affecting political
behavior.?! The empirical data confirm that Asian Ameri-
cans are, in partisan terms, more Democratic than Republi-
can, casting votes for Democratic nominee Hillary Clinton
over Republican nominee Donald Trump.? But disaggrega-
tion discloses the details: in one generation, Asian Ameri-
cans moved from George H. W. Bush (Republican) voters 1o
Barack Obama (Democratic) voters, by sizable margins, con-
founding predictions based on their socioeconomic status.*?
Yet Chinese Americans, like Vietnamese Americans, lavored
Clinton at lower rates than Asian Americans (and other racial
minorities such as African Americans and Hispanics).’* Chi-
nese Americans are being courted as natural conservatives.*?

CONCLUSION

To the extent anyone is implicitly taken to task here, it is pro-
gressive Chinese American leaders who have failed to engage
with newcomers. They ignore this growing population at
their own peril. The assumption that Chinese Americans are
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homogeneous is wrong. Many Chinese Americans do not
agree with a liberal ideology. Theirs is an authentic version
of the Chinese American experience, as much as any other. It
may become the prevailing one.

Or perhaps the project of uniting Chinese Americans,
on the basis of ethnic affinities, is not possible in practical
terms, regardless of whether it is imagined to be ideal.*®
Chinese Americans, as Chinese Americans, may have much
in common, yet they also exhibit the diversity that defines
democracy.
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