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Author:  Dr. Sucheng Chan is the Chairperson for the Department of Asian American Studies at the University of California, Santa Barbara.  She received her Ph.D. in History from University of California, Berkeley and presently teaches courses on immigration history and contemporary community issues.  Chan can be categorized as a post positivist, new-ethnic, and community historian.  Her emphasis on the ÒhyphenatedÓ Asian American groups, her inclusion of oral histories and contemporary films in her works, and her collaboration with traditional history, law, and Asian American professors (see ENTRY DENIED: Exclusion and the Chinese community in America 1882-1943) have given her a position among the relativist-specialist modern ethnic historians.  Her introduction validates her view of history as being subjective rather than objective, and evolving based on changing interpretation.





Nature and Scope:  Asian Californians is a more specialized compilation of her earlier work Asian Americans.  ChanÕs narrative history narrows the study of Asian immigration to the west coast of the United States.  Although entitled Asian Californians, immigration to Hawaii, Canada, and the Northwest United States is presented.  Over eight heterogeneous Asian groups are included in this succinct integrated history from 1848 to the 1980Õs.  Importantly, Chan includes discussions of political, social, and economic events in the emigration countries of the East to put a more complete perspective on the immigration experience.





Thesis: One-word titles of the eight chapters, such as Hostility, Transition, and Paradox, are meant to provide the individual themes for each, so significant chronological overlap among the chapters exists. More traditionally historic causal factors, such as international relations, changes in the California economy, and federal immigration policy provide the temporal current to this work.





Historical Observations:  A careful emphasis on statistics reveals that the data does not distinguish between which Asian immigrants were arriving in the United States for the first time and which were returning.  Therefore, the historic perceived threat actually had less basis in fact than on stereotypes and the homogenization of all Asian immigrant groups by Americans.  In her introduction, Chan expresses her optimistic perspective that Asian immigrants and their descendants are creators of their own history, even when negative external forces have come to bear.  In this regard, the book does not read as the work of an apologist historian.  Chan seems intent on correcting several myths about Asian Americans living in the United States.  Without clinging to the race issue, she confronts the truth of the claim that Asian Americans are considered Òmodel minoritiesÓ, worthy of emulation but held in perpetual suspicion nonetheless.    Moreover, current statistical data shows only a small minority of Asian immigrants as actually attaining the highly educated, highly paid characteristics of the Òmodel minority.Ó





Main Ideas:  Each Asian group had their immigration potential, naturalization status, cultural freedoms, livelihoods, and citizenship rights curtailed, revoked, impeded, and diminished within decades after their arrival in the United States (Chs. 1 and 2).  Treatment that each group received upon entry to the United States was often linked to the strength and respectability of their homeland.  Anti Asian activities in California can be singularly attributed to political, racial/cultural, and economic factors, but Chan believes that a combination of these factors exist (Ch. 3).  Collective action to protect rights and to support their homelands abroad brought many Asian American communities together and gave them political strength (Chs. 4 and 5).  Finally, renewed immigration revitalized Asian communities in the United States during the 1960Õs and beyond (Ch. 8).





Major Subjects:  In this work, all events, those traditionally historic and those lesser known are given similar emphasis in this survey:  


International ÒopeningÓ of the East by the West - Great Britain in China and India, United States in Japan and Philippines (Ch. 1).  


Urbanization of Chinese in San Francisco, the Agricultural Japanese in Los Angeles, and Filipinos in the 1920Õs (Ch. 2).  


Physical and legal attacks on the Chinese and intervention by the Japanese government/1905 San Francisco School Board/GentlemenÕs Agreement (Ch. 3).


Social organization, Chinese Six companies, Japanese Association of America, cultural celebrations, language schools, trans-Pacific family relations (Ch. 4).


Legal cases and challenges to exclusion laws and Alien Land Laws, unionization, and second generation Asian Americans (Ch. 5).


W.W.II and its influence on Asian Americans, negative on Japanese, positive on other ÒAlliesÓ (Ch. 6).


Refugees: post-W.W.II, Red China exodus, Vietnam and Indochina (Ch. 7).


Modern achievements in politics, multilingual and multicultural education, and a statistical breakdown of individual Asian American groups (Ch. 8).





Auxiliary Features:  The book includes end notes whose entries are occasionally qualified or expanded upon.  A Suggested Readings section follows which includes a rough subject breakdown of selected works by topic.  This most closely resembles a bibliographic essay.  Documentary films are listed with brief synopses.  An index is included along with several maps and pictures throughout the work.





Critical Analysis:  This scholarly work was my first introduction to a survey of the Asian American experience.  ItsÕ usefulness to a graduate historian is two-fold.  While its purpose may be informative, it also compels any historian considering work in this area to acknowledge that there is much work to be done.  The multitude of sources consulted is impressive and daunting.  Chan qualifies the shortcomings of the book, such as the lack of depth, detail, or development, to problems of space allotted by the publisher, difficulties with non-English language sources and attaining oral histories, and inaccuracies in existing primary source documents such as immigration logs and ships’ passenger lists.  A well-written book, its usefulness as a general survey is marred only by its self-professed unequal treatment of each of the ethnic groups it claims to represent, specifically Koreans, Asian Indians, and post-Vietnam era refugees from Indochina.


