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The lives of Asian’ immigrants and Asian Americans intersected with those
of Black southern migrants at work, in the neighbourhood, and during the
struggle for civil rights and equality. Collaborating in ways both cooperative
and competitive, activists and other citizens of Asian descent complicated,
and at times strengthened the white versus black binary categor1zat1on
that has shaped the social, economic, and political lives of all Americans.
Despite the obvious importance of these two groups as they interacted, the
dearth of historical studies on the issue makes it difficult to draw meaningful
comparisons between the migration experiences of the two groups, or to
paint a historical portrait of their relationships. True, scholars have begun to
examine the encounter between Asian immigrants and African Americans in
the twentieth century, but they tend to discuss the subject as part of the larger
encounter between Asia (especially Japan) and African Americans.! Assigned
racial categories into which migrants are classified have for a long time
blinded scholars to the importance of addressing the two major migrations
from a comparative perspective. More importantly, scholarly indifference
to linking the transnational migration of Asians and other transoceanic
migrants on the one hand, and to the U.S. internal migration of black and
other Americans and immigrants, on the other hand, has helped to solidify the
separate development of these two fields of inquiry until recently. As Charles
Hirschman, Philip Kasinitz, and Josh De Wind have noted, “U.S. internal -
migration and 1mm1grat10n studies now constitute different ‘hteratures and’
are pursued, for the most part, by different sets of scholars.”

Within the limitations of existing studies, this essay explores the
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movements of members of two major ethnic/racial groups—the Great
Migration of African Americans and Asian migration to the United States—
juxtaposed against each another.? In what ways do the migration processes of
Asians compare, or contrast, with the Great Black Migration, which is largely
defined to last from 1900 to 1970? How did gender shape the experiences of
each group? And what interactions did Asians and black migrants create as
they came to live and work alongside one another? An exploration of these
questions presents a unique opportunity to help bridge disparate bodies of
knowledge about people on the move, internally and transnationally, and who
‘made up a fundamental part of American life in the twentieth century.

- Decisions to Move:
The Legacies of Slavery, Imperialism, and More

A brief look at Asian and African American migration brings to light the
divergence of the two movements in scale and constituency. During the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Jim Crow system held
| sway in the reconstructed South. The spread of white supremacist ideas
and social practices (such as institutional segregation, sharecropping, and
disfranchisement) eroded the promise of political and economic emancipation
for African Americans. As a result, more than 1.5 million African Americans
left the rural South, manifesting their discontent with Southern rural life and
racial treatment between 1900 and 1920. Chicago’s black population grew
by more than 65,000 from 1910 td 1920; New York’s by more than 60,000,
Detroit by more than 30,000, or astonishing 611 percent, during the same
period.* More than two times that number left between 1940 and 1960. All
~ together, between 1910 and 1970, six and a half million black American men

and women moved from the South to Northern cities such as Chicago, New
York, Detroit, Cleveland, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and Kansas City.>

The creation and enlargement of job markets in California and other states

of the Far West lulled black Southerners to move further west. In the years

immediately before World War II, about 35,000 African Americans, or a

half of the estimated 700,000 who took part in the second massive wave of
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the Great Migration, poured into Califdrnia, mostly into urban centers such
as Richmond, Oakland, and San Francisco, which had wooed a significant
portion of the black population at the turn of the twentieth century. The
largest number came from Louisiana, MissiSsippi, Texas, Oklahoma, and
Arkansas to take up employment opportunities in the bustlirig war-related
industry in the Bay Area and beyond.®

The scale of Asian immigration pales when compared to the Great Migration
of African Americans. Asians made up less than one million of the 40 million
immigrants who entered the country during the entire period of massive
transnational migration through the nineteenth to the early twentieth century.”
Moreover, immigration from Asia to the U.S. was undertaken by a population
diverse in ethnic, national, and geographic origin. The extensive migration of
labourers from Asia to the U.S. began in the mid-nineteenth century with the
arrival of Chinese indentured labourers in the then independent kingdom of
Hawai’i, as well as fortune seekers who went to Gold Rush-era California.
Japanese, Koreans, Filipinos, and Indians came after them, first to Hawai’i
and then the mainland U.S., starting in the latter part of the nineteenth century
and continuing into the twentieth century. Asian migration continues today,
undertaken by women and men who hail largely, but not exclusively, from
~ the Philippines, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Iran, India, Pakistan,v
and Bangladesh. The very heterogeneity of Asian immigrants stands in sharp
contrast to the Great Migration of African Americans, whose geographic
origin and itineraries fell within the boundaries of the U.S., and whose
physical movement took place either by train or by foot and on a far greater
scale. ' |

Over-emphasizing this distinction, however, glosses over the fundamental
ways in which these two major migrations are comparable. These groups were,
and indeed still are, faced with economic, political, and social dislocation in
their respective homelands; they were affected by the powerful economic
“pull” of American industrial development; and they both encountered
varying levels of deception, prejudice, and hostility when they arrived at their
destinations. Members of these migrating populations also demonstrated a -
willingness to create lives of their own, as well as the capability to do so, in
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a new land that had hitherto been predominantly white, Anglo-Saxon, and
Protestant. The significance of these similarities notwithstanding, the fact
remains that imperialism, citizenship, and legally sanctioned discrimination
created important variations and contrasts between and within Asian and
African American experiences of migration.3

The industrial demand for labour, whether found in cities and fields to the
north and west, Hawai’ian plantations, or the Rockies, ranked as an important
factor for the movement of African American and Asian migrants. However,
differences between the political economies of the societies of departure led |
to different starting points for residents of the Southern U.S. and immigrants
leaving various parts of Asia. Whereas slavery, emancipation, and the
Jim Crow system precipitated the departure of black Southerners, Asian
migration, with the exception of the Japanese, emerged against the backdrop
- of European, Asian, and U.S. imperialism in their homeland.® South China,
which was the departure point for most Chinese migrants, was the main
contact point in Asia for the British government, which “opened” China
to European and U.S. trade following the first Opium War (1839-42). In
addition, a long tradition of political rebellion such as the Taiping Rebellion
(1850-64) devastated the Pearl River Delta, making life precarious for the
Cantonese men and women in the region. Emigration thus became not justa
way to attain a better life for them, but a necessary means for survival.!?

Colonial rule also affected the lives of Koreans. While economic incentives
were among important factors, thousands left the peninsula in response to
the recruiting efforts of Christian missionaries and the Hawai’ian Sugar
Planters Association, who had difficulties with increasingly militant J apanese
workers at the turn of the century. Emigration came to a sudden end in 1905
in the midst of the Japanese-Russian War (1904—1905) when Japanese
representatives in Korea banned departures of Koreans in an attempt to
protect Japanese labourers in Hawai’i. Korean nationalists, reacting to
tightened control under Japanese colonial rule—such as secret police, control
and censorship of the media, the surveillance of religion and the imposition
of Japanese language—since the Japanese annexation of the Korea in 1910,
either went underground or fled abroad. The Korean communities around
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the world—in Russia, Manchuria, and China; Europe; and Hawai’i and the
continental U.S.—thus provided nationalists with shelters and financial
support for their struggle against Japanese colonial rule.

Both Asian and African American migrants entered new lands where their -
limited economic resources and racial status sparked more hostility than
support. Yet legally sanctioned discrimination on the basis of citizenship
set' the intolerance of exclusionary laws that affected Asian immigrants
apart from the segregation imposed on African Americans. A series of
immigration laws (the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882, followed by the
Acts of Immigration in 1917, 1921, and 1924—the last culminating in the
total ban of Asian immigration) restricted the geographic mobility of Asian
immigrants. Furthermore, alien land laws and court rulings on citizenship.
(Takao Ozawa v. U.S. in 1922 and U.S. v. Bhagat Singh Thind in 1923)
limited their social mobility at the federal, state, and municipal levels.!!
Because these statutes and decisions hinged on the federal status of Asian
immigrants, rather than arbitrary xenophobia, exclusionists argued that they
were fair and justifiable. |

Asian immigrants were confronted with a U.S. state apparatus that denied
them the means to attain a livelihood or political power through the extended
application of the logic of “separate but equal.” But racial discrimination
did not undermine the strength of the target groups. Rather, it created a
culture of resistance and instigated a fight for the justice denied to them—in
ways comparable to a history of African American’s fight for justice and
freedom—that can be seen manifested at the O’ahu sugar plantations (1920)
and in Salinas, California (1932).12 The internment of approximately 120,000
Japanese immigrants and U.S. citizens of Japanese origin during. World War
I was one of the most serious breaches to civil liberty in U.S. history.!3
After the war, the Japanese American community, led by the Japanese
American Citizens Léague (JACL), struggled for redress and reparations in
- order to obtain apology and compensation from the U.S. government for its
wrongdoing. It was more than four decades after the relocation that President
Ronald Reagan finally signed the redress bill in August 1988.
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Gender Made a Difference: Who Moved, Who Stayed, and Why?

Gender was a factor in the migration of both Southern black and Asian
women that differentiated them from both each other and their male
counterparts. The number of African American men far exceeded the number
of women who migrated throughout the World War I period. But geographic
proximity made 1t relatively easy for them to visit home or to bring a wife
and child to where they worked and lived. Thousands of African American
women also left the South alone. Many men migrated in stages, leaving the
rural South, settling in Southern cities, and moving to the North or Midwest.
On the other hand, single black women usually traveled the entire distance
in one trip.14 They met, as a rule, an uncle, a sister, a cousin, or fictive kin
waiting for them at their destination.! The different patterns of migration
for black men and women stemmed largely from gender conventions in the
larger society. Being black and female, uﬁaccompanied women en route
alone were at greater risk than men.16 |

Like their husbands, fathers, uncles, and male cousins, female Southerners
left the rural South out of economic necessity; they also did so out of non-
economic motives that differed from their male counterparts.!” A desire to
flee from sexual exploitation, in conjunction with domestic violence and
economic oppression, weighed heavily on the decision of black women to quit
the South. A large proportion of female migrants were divorced, separated,
or widowed, whose act of migration made them “absentee mothers,” leaving
their children in the care of their parents, other relatives, or friends in the
South. That those children the women left in the South represented “part of
~women themselves,” in turn, contributed to the endurance and tenacity of the
migration chain.!8

One needs to underline that the focus on the personal and sexual
motivations for migration does not dismiss or diminish the importance of
economic incentives. Rather, as scholars in migration history and African
American migration have cautioned elsewhere,!® such focus helps us to avoid
the risk of overstressing the economic factors so that migrant women, either
black Southerners or Asians, are viewed simply as victims of larger forces
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beyond their control as opposed to actors in their own lives. "

Like African American women from the South, a significant number of
Asian women expressed a desire for greater personal freédom. Rural poverty
was certainly among the important factors that spurred the departure of a
significant number of so-called picture brides from southwestern part of
Japan in the years between 1907 and 1924.20 Nevertheless, an economic
explanation alone accounts only partially for the complexity of gendered
mores and social conventions behind these and other women’s departures.
A sense of adventure, or even liberation, spurred many Japanese picture
brides to look abroad in search of a better future. Once they reached the
other side of the Pacific, however, many encountered the harsh reality of
back-breaking work in the fields, in logging camps, and at homes where
there were frequently practically nothing more than shacks. Many began
their days before dawn and worked well after the dark, often in isolated rural
environments cut off from contact with any other Japanese women. '

Vietnamese women,.who arrived as refugees in the U.S. in the 1970s
after their departure from the war-torn homeland, also met great difficulties
adapting to life in America. But after varying periods of initial hardship, many
fared better as they gained relative power vis-a-vis their male counterparts.
This was because as husbands and fathers, adult male Vietnamese, as a
rule, underwent great difficulty in finding a job that allowed them to be
the breadwinner in the family, a status that had previously provided them
with both an income that supported a middle-class lifestyle and a privileged
position from which to deal with governmental institutions in Vietnam. In

" Philadelphia in the 1980s, they lost this position of relative privilege along
with their income. Many had to face losses in the power and patriarchal status
granted to them in their homeland, losses which created in them a profound
sense of alienation from the social institutions outside the ethnic community.
The privation of middle-class status and privilege that these men suffered
also affected women, since they too had derived status and benefit from the
occupational position of their husbands or male relatives in Vietnam. In the
U.S., however, Vietnamese wives and mothers played a key role in managing
their family lives. In addition to earning wages as waitresses and garment
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workers, many women also mediated the economic and social needs of their
- households and the various governmental resources available—such as the
Refugee Cash Assistance and Refugee Medical Assistance programs, as well
as the Aid to Families with Dependent Children and Supplemental Security
Income programs. After their eligibility for these types of cash assistance
expired, they managed their families’ receipt of Medicaid, food stamps and
other general assistance, which was provided through the federal refugee aid
and resettlement system and other programs.2!
More recently, female professional migrants from Kerala, India, to
California have exemplified a greater complexity between wage-eérning ~
power and gender identification in the context of migration.22 Full-time
- professional wages that nurses from Kerala earned in turn of the twenty-
first-century California—as against secondary and supplementary wages,
if none at all, that their husband brought home—did not automatically lead
to the reversal of traditional gender roles. While some couples adjusted by
re-defining division of labour at home, many pointed to a common dynamic
that resisted at least pértially such adjustments in the share of domestic work
(such as cooking and cleaning), child care, and financial decision making.
Unlike black Southerners, whose migration north met with little legal
restriction, Asian men and women had to face the direct consequences of
exclusionary laws. One of the most salient consequences was a skewed gender
ratio. Miscegenation laws forbidding the marriage between white persons
and “Negroes, mulattoes, and Mongolians” added to the difficulties faced by
Asian men attempting to find marriage partners in the early twentieth century.
Japanese men addressed these difficulties by relying on the so-called “picture
marriage” system, a trans-Pacific version of marriage by proxy that was
widely practiced at the time whereby a man in the U.S. wrote to his family,
relatives, or acquaintances in Japan to find a wife for him. After exchanging
photographs with his prospective bride, he sent for her to cross the ocean
to join him.23 More than 20,000 Japanese women, mostly picture brides,
landed on American shores between 1909 and 1921. Their arrival radically
transformed the Japanese community in the U.S., which had hitherto been a
society of bachelor sojourners. The emérgence of a more vibrant Japanese
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community that began to include both women and men, as well as U.S.-born
children who were consequently U.S. citizens, in turn evoked violent hostility
that spread up the West Coast from San Francisco to Vancouver.

In the case of Indian men living in the U.S., who were mostly Punjabis,
more than half were married, but the 1911 report of the Immigration
Commission makes clear that many had left their wives “abroad.” As their
stays in the U.S. lengthened, many ended up forming unions with Mexican
American women, a practice that further complicated racial categories.?

Filipinos presented another problem for the white American establishment
- due to their courtship of white women, which sometimes led to marriage.2’
In 1933, Salvador Roldans won his petition at California’s Court of Appeals
to marry a white woman because Filipinos were considered Malay, not
Mongolian. The state legislature quickly amended this legal loophole by
modifying the anti-miscegenation law to include Malays as well, and Oregon,
Nevada, and Washington soon followed suit.26 '

Conflict and Coalition: Inter-Racial Relations between African
Americans and Asian Americans and Immigrants

More than any “essential” characteristic arising from either the race or’
colour of the two groups, the vicissitudes in the U.S.’s industrial demand for
labour, the legacy of segregation in the U.S., and the racialized nature of U.S.
wars in Asia were among the factors that facilitated relations between African
Americans and Asian Americans and immigrants. The lack of widespread
ethnic conflict notwithstanding, black leaders expressed strong prejudice
against Chinese and other immigrants as early as the mid-nineteenth century.
Their opposition stood in sharp contrast to the attitudes of white large-scale
ranchers and farmers in the South, who initially endorsed the immigration of
Chinese and Europeans in order to help build a New South. The complaint
made by Frederick Douglass illustrates one of the earliest examples of such
black antagonism, as he states in 1853 that “every hour sees the black man
elbowed out of employment by some newly arrived immigrant whose hunger
and whose color are thought to give him a better title to the place.”?7
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Just as a trickle of black Southerners began to leave for Northern and
Western cities, Booker T. Washington expressed his deep concern about the
influx of foreign workers into the U.S. He was aware that white owners of
railroad companies, plantations, mines, and factories took little notice of
black migrants because of the abundant pool of cheaply employable foreign
workers from Asia and Europe arriving on American shores. In an 1895
speech he gave in Atlanta, he warned his mostly white audience not to “look
to the incoming of those of foreign birth and strange tongue and habits for the
prosperity of the South,” but instead to “cast down your bucket [...] among
the eight million negroes whose habits you know.”2® His admonition echoed
a deep-rooted bias among black leaders towards immigrants in general as
Douglass stated earlier. |

As the century turned, black animosity toward Asian immigrants grew
sharper. The stigmatization of Asian immigrants took some of the most
extreme forms during the first three decades of the twentieth century.
Washington argued that not only would immigrants take jobs from African
Americans, but that Asians, in particular, “lacked moral standards” and
thus “could never assimilate to occidental civilization.” A 1928 article in
the Norfolk Journal and Guide concufred, claiming that immigrants were
“crude, illiterate, and hopelessly unsympathetic with American institutions

“and ideals,” and were “used to press us further down the economic ladder.”?°
Such invectives served to strengthen racial hierarchies and the logic of white
}supremacy as constructed by white workers, racial scientists, and policy
makers in the early twentieth century. They also legitimized the notion that
the core of American identity was not only white, but also urban, industrial,
and Northern,3° thus relegating both black Southern migrants and Asian
immigrants and their descendents to a real or symbolic status as second-class
citizens.

Black leaders’ opposition to Asian workers stemmed from multiple sources.
For one thing, white employers favoured Asian workers, who were deemed
cheap and disposable, over African Americans. Since the implementation of
the Chinese Exclusion Law of 1882—a federal statute vigorously defended
by the African-American press—industrialists, railroad companies, mine
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owners, along with ranchers, vineyard and orchard holders found among
Japanese immigrants a convenient labour source to replace now-unavailable
Chinese workers. After the 1907 Gentlemen’s Agreement limiting the number
of Japanese immigrants, white employers looked to Korean, Filipino, and
Mexican workers. Such practices infuriated the Black press and leadership
who held, as Washington Colored America stated in 1902, that “Negro
labour is native labor and should be preferred to that of the offscourings
of Europe and Asia.” Another reason for employers’ preference for Asian
workers laid in what white America deemed the alien nature of Asians and
the ter’hporary status of their residence. Such alleged characteristics of Asian
labourers rendered them the most exploitable type of worker, comparable
to Mexicans. The Pullman Company, for example, hired Filipinos as scabs
partly in an attempt to undermine A. Philip Randolph’s efforts to organize
black workers in the 1920s.3! Furthermore, the Great Depression dampened
the job prospects of black men and women. A large proportion of these black
workers were Southern migrants, and they were the first to be laid off from
~ the industrial jobs they had acquired during the WWI era and after. The
strategic use of Asian labourers—as scabs ‘and scapegoats—is nothing new.
But this practice strengthened existing anti-immigrant feelings among both
black leaders and the rank-and-file, who largely endorsed the restrictions that
culminated in the federal laws of 1917, 1921, and 1924 that placed a total ban
on Asian immigration.

Asian immigrants, on their part, learned quickly the existing racial order
in the U.S. by which becoming white and becoming American were tightly
interwoven. As a result, Asians workers and students—with exception
of those from India’2—while aware of their non-white, non-Caucasian
status, sought to distance themselves from black Americans. Japanese
were particularly concerned with where they and their U.S.-born children,
in particular, stood within the racial hierarchy of America. In 1925, a Los
Angeles-based Japanese language newspaper, Hokubei Jiji (TALKEH ),
stated that the greatest éoncern for issei parents was that their “nisei,”
U.S.-born offspring “might become the second Blacks”33 who lacked full
recognition of their citizenship in the U.S. polity and were denied equal
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treatment in American industrial democracy. Such fears were realized in the
bleakest way possible as the outbreak of the Pacific War led to President
Franklin D. Roosevelt’s decision to remove the entire Japanese community to
the West Coast, including immigrants and U.S. citizens of Japanese descent
alike, and incarcerate them in internment camps hundreds, if not thousands
miles away from their former homes, such as Tule Lake and Manzanar in
California, Minidoka in Idaho, and Heart Mountain in Wyoming.34

It is little wonder that a Japanese community, on its part, sought to distance
from African Americans, rather than searching for a potential for a common
ground. An L.A. Japanese-language newspaper report illustrates perhaps best
an instance of self-proclaimed exceptionalism (among non-whites) within the
Japanese community.35 The 1940 sale of real estate in a recently developed
section of Adams, part of a white middle-class neighbourhood in L.A., set off
anti-Japanese movement among white residents. They argued not only that
the influx of Japanese would bring down the value of their housing but also
that Japanese newcomers would open the way for the arrival of other non-
desirables, including Mexicans and African Americans. Such accusations
brought home to L.A. Japanese that white residents made no distinction
between Japanese and other non-white groups. Deeply rooted to the white-
black dichotomy familiar to white residents, such perceptions nonetheless
betrayed a distinction that Japanese community leaders attempted to promote.
Dohé (TFIfEs), the leading Japanese-language paper, sought to breach
the perception that Adams’ white residents held towards Japanese when it
reported a “secret pact” between white residents and Japanese newcomers.
According to this pact that D6hé described, residents of Adams agreed that
Japanese would move into the neighbourhood on the condition that blacks
and Mexicans be excluded. The paper provided no evidence to support the
secret pact, however, putting the veracity of this claim, but one thing is
clear: the report served as a vehicle of the distinction, drawn and promoted
by the Japanese community, setting the Japanese eipart from other racialized
minority of colour. |

Japanese exceptionalism was not limited to discrimination against African
American and Mexican neighbours, but also came into play in relation to other

-
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Asian groups. The Chinese in Los Angeles often ran gambling houses where
Japanese labéurers bet with Filipinos, Europeans, and African Americans.36
The exact dynamic generated from such multi-racial/-ethnic contact remains
‘unknown, but what we do know is that Japanese journalists, successful
agriculturalists, and the consulate corps saw nothing but viciousness in
the contact taking place at such sites. The difficulty of living and working
conditions—the flip side of gambling, which attracted the working poor
from Japan and other countries—did not generate as much concern among
these Japanese leaders. What mattered most to them was that the labouring
class who made up the majority of the Japanese immigrant population, risked
.dishonouring their national pride as they mingled with workers of other
nationalities deemed uncivilized due to either race or class. Thus, Japanese
leaders condemned the working class Japanese who frequented such dens
of vice, saying that they were betraying their obligations as members of
a superior race. Unlike the Chinese or Filipinos, Japanese leaders argued,
Japanese were hardworking and highly moral people, on the right track
towards Americanization. Such admonitions reflected once again the desire
~ on the part of Japanese community leaders to project the image of Japanese
immigrants as exceptions to the white discourse of “inassimilable” Asians.
It also helped to counter, at least in part, the ideology of white supremacy.
But as Rédé Shinbun (T5781%7# 1) cogently pointed out, that very argument
'st‘ood on the assumption of Japanese supremacy over other people of colour
but not white Americans. As a result, such a distinction at best reiterated, and
at worst reinforced, the racial stereotypes constructed by white America and
black leaders.3” | -
While black Americans and Asian immigrants and U.S. citizens of Asian
descent each held onto their separate interests and identities, with internal
divisions along ethnic, national, and increasingly class lines, cross-racial
identification and pan-ethnic solidarity grew among people who underwent
similar experiences of racism during WWII and the years that followed.
The mternment of Japanese Americans provoked deep concern in the black
community, for example, and NAACP Branch Director Closter Current noted
that black Americans throughout the country felt a sense of alarm familiar to
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all people living under oppression: “Today them, tomorrow us.”3% In 1945,
representatives from the African American community, together with their
" Filipino and Korean counterparts, met with federal, state, and local delegates
in San Francisco to establish the Pacific Coast Fair Play Committee. They
agreed on one point that ‘*any attempt to make capital for their own racial
groups at the expense of the Japanese would be sawing off the limbs on which
they themselves sat.”3?

The postwar era fostered further cross-racial and cross-ethic alliances
among African American and Asian activists. Martin Luther King Jr., Vernon
Jordan, and Benjamin Hooks expressed a humanitarian point of view,
strongly supporting admission into the U.S. of Indochinese refugees as “an
embattled minority.”# Black leaders did not turn a blind eye to economic
di'fﬁculﬁes, a principal source of tension and competition between African
Americans and refugees as they struggled to maintain employment, housing,
and access to government and corporate services in Los Angeles, Seattle and

San Francisco. But a humanitarian perspective, nurtured in the struggle for
~civil rights, led black leaders to see their “struggle for economic and political
freedom” as a “moral obligation” that was “‘iriextricably linked to the struggle
of Indochinese refugees.”! | |

The postwar militancy of African Americans was also important in creating
a common ground from which Asian American students and grassroots
activists, as well as Native Americans and Chicana/os, could articulate their
- grievances relating to discrimination at home and to the U.S. war in Vietnam
and elsewhere in Asia.4? “We followed what blacks did,”#3 as one Asian
American student put it. | , ,

This cosmopolitan perspective emphasizing coalition building was not
shared by all or even most of the women and men making up either group,
however.# Their interests were increasingly divided along class lines
within and across their respective groups. Newcomers such as Vietnamese,
Cambodians, Laotians and, to a lesser extent, Hmongs, competed with urban
African Americans—many of whom had migrated from the South—for jobs,
housing, bank loans, and public programs. Settled groups, including U.S.
citizens of Chinese, Japanese, and Korean descent, followed paths closely
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resembling those of European origin. More recent arrivals from Hong Kong
and university-educated Indian computer engineers, for their part, had and
have little trouble building their institutions and networks with little or no
funding from the U.S. government.*> The economic success of the latter two
groups has strengthened the stereotype of Asians as the “model minority,”
while glossihg over the difficulties faced by the first group. It also highlights
another racial stereotype, that of urban African Americans as a “ghetto
minority.” Real and imagined antagonism between the two minorities came
to a head during the 1992 L.A. riots, leading pundits to seize on the alleged
centrality of interracial competition.46 | | '

Real and imagined antagonism between the two minorities came to a head
during the 1992 Rodney King riots. Immediately after all-white jury’s verdict,
acquitting four white L.A. police officers charged with assault of Rodney
King, it set off a circle of anger and violence in Los Angeles Starting in
South Central L.A., some of the city’s poorest neighbourhoods, countless acts
of destruction, ranging from looting and arson, including numbers of Korean
businesses in South Central, to injuring and even killing spread throughout
the city. The nation was in the midst of the recession, the unemployment
rates in African-American and Latino neighborhoods ran to the level of the
Depression-era, and many blacks purportedly resented the way Korean shop
owners treated them, whose small businesses served for, and benefited from,
largely black communities. Although the exact causes and impact of ethnic
tensions in the L.A. riot remains to be debated, the alleged problem of the
black-Korean conflict in particular, and the black-Asian conflict in general
have surged since then as one of the most pressing concerns for the media and
intellectuals alike.

Conclusion

This essay has been my first attempt to bridge the gap between two fields
of inquiry, one investigating the internal migration of black southérners, the
other focusing on the transnational migration of women and men of Asian
descent between 1900 and 1970. The above pages have shed light on several
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interlocking issues—the forces that drove migrants to move from one place
to another (or to stay), the gender dynamics that marked the two human
movements, and the reactions of African Americans (mostly black leaders)
- and Asians towards each other, responses that changed significantly over
the period under study. _Varibus parallels—in the motives for departure, the
gender imbalance within migrating populations, and hostility and prejudice
each met in the land of destination—have emerged from this comparison.
More importantly, howév_er, the legally sanctioned nature of Asian migration,
compared against the lack of such in the Great Migration, has created
contrasts that shaped the contours of the two major movements.

As far as inter-racial and inter-ethnic relations between Southern African
American migrants and Asian immigrants and Americans are concerned,
the temptation is strong to write the drama of achievement—the optimism
- of overcoming mutual hostility and building multi-racial coalitions among
the oppressed. John Lie and Scott Kurashige have cautioned the danger of
replacing the conflict thesis with assertions of black-Asian racial harmony.#”
One may extend such reservations drawn from historical and contemporary
studies of black-Asian relations in general to the study of Southern black
migration and Asian immigration in particular. It is important to avoid an
easy abstraction of colour/identity politics, and I will conclude this essay by
suggesting two ways that can help us do so. o |

First, a comparative study of migration needs to enlarge its scope by
including communities of colour other than the two groups examined in this
essay-——such as Latinos, Native Americans, and Arab Americans—and to
pay greater attention to interactions among them and with African and Asian
Americans. Joe W. Trotter has begun such an enterprise in his historiographic
study of the relations between African American migrants and immigrants
from Asia, Europe, and Mexico.*® More is yet to come that explores 'thc
meaning and the very dynamics of such interactions between people on the
move. ,

Second, closely linked to the first point, the research agenda for the issue .
needs to address more fully the gendered dimensions of migration. Although
this essay has begun this attempt, the experiences of both the women who
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moved and the women who stayed need to be examined more fully. Also, the
migration paths of women and men belonging to the same coinmunity has
~ to be explored with greater depth in comparison to their male counterparts,
not in isolation from them. We know, for example, that Chinese women
whose husbands traveled back and forth across the Pacific, together with
their in-laws, contributed to the growth and sustenance of transnational
networks of family and kin. We also know that when African American
women moved alone or to join their husbands in Northern cities, they brought
with them elements of Southern culture that subsequently resulted in the
establishment of African-American churches and mutual aid organizations,
culinary tradition, songs, and language. How did processes of migration and
settlement enacted by these and other women resemble, or differ from, the
migration paths of male migrants? In what ways did migfation strengthen, or
modify, gender roles? How did life cycles and gendered division of work at
home shape social and geographic trajectories of women of colour? Questions
abound. Tackling these and other lines of inquiry will hopefully help us to
discern hitherto under explored issues of gender in its fuller complexity and
its impact shaping the migration of women and men of colour in the U.S.
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