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The New Chinese Diaspora
Embracing the Model Minority and Perpetual Foreigner?

Frank H. Wu

]NTRODUCTION

new wave ol Chinese immigration is now arriving
in America, different than prlor waves.l The new
arrivals 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 ke),note
speech of the CHSA Conference, analyzes how this new
wave is unhke the Chinese American community that pre-
ceded it. The work is descriptive, not normalive; that is, the
point is to be objective, not to pass judgment on either new-
comers or ihose whose families came eariier. It is perforce
general, with the risk of error ihat arises from any report
about groups in the aggregate.

None of these changes ls 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.2 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 inteilectual 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 io mention plans such as for
repatriation to Liberia or colonization as promoted by Mar-
cus Garvey.3 That was followed by the conventional if not
clich6d dichotomy between Martin Luther KingJr. and Ma1-
colm X.a Likewise the Chinese diaspora in the United States
has included everyone from Sun Yat-Sen, founder of mod-
ern China, and Soong Mel-Llng, better known as Madame
Chiang Kai-Shek, who secured U.S. support for China dur-
ing World War Il, to Ai Wel Wei, the avant-garde artist.5 Sun
spent formative years in Hawaii with his elder brother, in
the IBBOs, 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.

TWO EARLIER WAVE.S OF
CHINESE IMMIGRANTS

To understand the new wave, it is necessary to recall the two
earlier waves.6 There are varlous means of classifnng Chl-
nese immigrrints. For the sake of simpllclty, oniy two cat-
egories are used here: those who came prlor to the Magnu-
son Act, also known as the Chlnese Exclusion Repeal Act of
L943, and those who came afterward, unril the advent of the
new wave. The McCarran-Walter Act of 1952 could be used
as the dividing Iine, but the earlier date groups together
the Chinese who were resident in the United States during
World War 11, who landed during the hostllities, 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. immigratlon policy,
but they also correlate roughly to Chinese historical periods.

These two groups are quite dlfferent from one another.T lt
begins with their roots.

The earliest Chlnese immigrants were virtually all men
from 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
rarc, and women even more so. They worked on the trans-
contlnental ralkoad,laying the Western tracks from Califor-
nia to Promontory Point, Utah.8 Some also were recruited
unwittingly as strikebreakers in Eastern factories, others
to the Deep South during Reconstructlon, in a scheme to
replace freed slaves.e A few families sailed in junks to Mon-
terey, Callfornla. to

The next Chlnese 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 remalned
uncommon, they had become less scarce in absolute terms
and more signiflcant in proportional terms (because immi-
gration exclusion ensured extremely low overall numbers).
From 1949, for two generations (forty years), the bulk of

99



Ieuadrur asauEduf ro1 ursrueqdna E '.?raqds dluadso;d-o3
BrsV tsEA ralz?lg arlt Jo ursrlur.radun aqt qtr.4a paturf,ossu
sB.4 ,,uersy,, luql 8u€pel,l ou{JE 'EcrJaury ur sarlrJruqla
uursy Suoure 3urp11nq a8pr.rq pa8erno:ua daql .tueuodul
a"ra.ra. dtrluapr lBrlgrlrB aql ur splo,^a r{to8 rz asu4ap lEntnlu
Jo urJoJ E ur uuf,rraury uersy-ued a_ra.r,r daql .sauraql rualJ
peq sBrI ,{cecolpe SurluBdurocce aql puu ,qcrpas?l lreql
'drqsruloqcs q8norqt fipuapr ue a8ro; ot lq8nos darlJ dtrunur
-uror aql ,oyo,, dlsnorcsuoJ-Jlas al?1lt srauortrtce-rd aq1 o. auud
-rf,sTp cru?pe)e uv sB sarpnts uEJrr?uv uElsv.lo uortEarJ
aqt sp,r\ luarualour ar{l Jo slu?ruqsrldurocre aqt Suoruy

'(u8raro; toJ uutrraurv'asauudef -ro3 asaurqJ) te^o
acr.trt .,dlrtuapr ua{Btsrlrl,, aql Jo asnE)aq 'sarlrJrur{]3 aldrtlnur
raqraSol tq8norq lroJJe tpqf 'aug 000t$ e puu uorruqord
;o s.read aarql ua,u8 rlf,Ea ara,{\ sraraplnur ?qt JaUE thmut
lruoor uE aure)?q aq 'sJEc peuodu:r asauedeflgo ssa]Jns aql
roJ urlq paurelq dpuaruddu oq^\ sl?>lro1r\otnu atFL\\ f,q,|ht)
rolo]/\ aqt,, 'troJ]aq q zg6l uI lEq llEqasEq E ilrla pallDl uBr
-uauy ?saurr{J y or"'ulgf lu?f,ul1 rog acusnf,,'1o u8reduruc
aqt qtl-{ pa-r-rncco stsato;d Jo punor raqtouy .(uroq-a^rtuu
'3unol; uoue,raua8 puu '(EluloJrtu3 uo Suualuac) dqde-r8oa8
'(sozot [pea pue s096I a]q ar{r) euxl dq paqr.rosrunrlrc se.ln
rusIAllJE aqf 8r aIuls plrolA prII{J aqt ur Surledrcrt;ed puz
luauralol1i ra.&\od {rBIB aqt Surtulnrua ,stuepnts dp.ruur-rd
'suetrJaury ourdrltg puu'supllraury asauedzf ,suuorraury
asaulqJ reqtaSol tq8nolq tueu1a1o11l ra,r\od -/\\olla1 V .p?tpu
-rssESSB ara.tr. dpauuax U ttaqod atrplpuel lertuaprsard pue
'r[ Sury req]n'I uitre]rtr rapeal slq8u irlr) uaq,^ ,896I pur
'vaty f,ug oosroueq uES ?r{l ur pa.uncco ,,a^o-I Jo taurruns,,
aqt uaq,&\ '/96I lo suor1nlolat lerntlnl eql qtr.&\ pa8;arua dtr
-Ivar v ,,ue)ueruv upIsv,, epsur lEr{t spuarl aqf 1r s0g6l alel
?r{t uI E>lon{t1 i[n1 ruloqcs dq parua,tur se,r\ Jlas]i rulat aqJ
'suurr-r?urv uursv aurocaq ot s-raqlo paurol a^Eq suuJTreury
?saurq3 sz dliurcadsa asef, ar{t uaaq sur{ tur{J .sar8aterts

Jo las E uo papuadap seq tuaura8e8ua cr,r.rc .rraqt .&rtenba
aJuEApe ol suoitunossu paruoJ daqt sy .streJl parer{s pJe,4aol
pa8-rar'uoc sdno;8 or l aseql 'sarualaJJlp laql atrdsaq

'(8uoy Suog pue ue.&\rpl
ur asn ur .llrls slalcBrBr{J lEuoTlrpEll aqt lo puElurelu aq] uo
padolaaap sure;3oapr paglidurls ?qt asn ot laqlar{.{\ suorlu.)
-qdurr lerrlrTod .{lt * uorslcap raqunJ p pur{ sloor{os aBun7uel
asaqt) asauotupJ urEturEur ot paqsp\ tpr{t sa}lIluEJ ,^aeJ ]rErI€
plno,lt uuupuplt1 uT uortln-rlsui perl tzr{t Iooqls a8en8uel y 'urrupupy\ dluo ur luang sEra tnq uurtsrrr{J se.u tuql dpuruJ
B ot rou'uurtsrrqJ tou sE.^ tpqt lIrxEJ e ot paddu lou plnol(
asauotup3 ur diqsro,ra. patcnpuoc teql qltnqc V .qll lercos Jo
sraluac sB pauollcunJ tuqt slooq)s a8en8uul pu€ saqcrnr{r Jo
Surpuno; aql Surpnlcur 'stotf,EJ aldulmu dq palerudas a_raa.r
ssal?r{leuou daql 'tceluoc pzrl sartrunruurotr aseqt a1q16 .ued
-raluno) 3ur>1eads-uuepuey{ 'ueqrnqns v aBmlpue dq ,rat
-tEI ar{l ldtlununuoc 3ur>leads,asauotueJ ,upqrn uB paruroJ
raurroJ ar{J sJaprloJd aciaras aJEJ qlle?q sE qf,ns ,{ruouoca
Jllsauop aqt uql$\ pap?au are.,ta tur{t sllplsJo srsuq aqt uo dJl
lunb opoc oq1( sl?qlo pue 'saa-r8ap tr?qt Jo uottalduroc :a4u

paduls oq,,vr drqsreloqcs uo stuapnts Surpnlour 'sleuorssa;ord
a.ra.tr sluu,r8ruurr asaurr{J txau aqf 'suo.rlBd ?t1r{lA paqsT
-raaodur ro IIEiB roJ sarots dracor8 ;o s:olarrdord ,qtno5
daaq aql ur 'pue '(sr?Iolq aluelnsur '3.a) a1atuar1f, lruqta
Sur.nras s?ssaursnq IIBuls Jo srau,{\o 'stue.rnutsar ,sarJpunel
'peorlrer aqt Surppnq s^\arf, ar{t ur u?rll petertu?ruoJ qlt{,^a
'uortBtuaur8as luuorledncco p?oEJ or{,l.r sraloqul ara,tr stue:B
-Iururr asaurq] lsarTrBa ar{f 'alar)srp ala,^a suBlrreury asau
-II{f Jo sdno;8 o,^at asaql '.rrrog tuaunc aqt ol roud ua,nE

'sluur8nuul uuadornE lou lnq suelu?urv
asauII{J ol papu?lxe lI asnpf,aq 'srau8ia;o; pug su?zrtr:)
uaa,r\laq uorlf,urtsrp paldrcuud e ro erqoqdouax ol patrurrT
acuBlalolul aql sE.&\ JoN 9r'suezrlD apg ?uoq eJ?l\ or{1\\ suEcr
-JaurY ?saut{J uala ol suortupouuroccz crlqnd puz ,Sursnoq

'tuaudoldu:a ?snJar ol &uurolsnc sE,r\ lr 'saJrllurd aql urorl
sarued atB,Lud 8uu-req 'rcy stq8r6 II^If t961 ?ql ol roud
'a,trsuaqarduroJ sea\ drlo8rq ?qJ Er'(ruroJrun lou sB,&\ tu?ur
-ef,loJua qBnoqt) pacrtcerd aq plnor uorlB8a;8as sp ruJosur
'sueluaurv uvcr4v uEllt lu?laJJrp ou paurs?p alal(-asaurq]
d11u:grcads-suzrsv 'uoqanpE {o p)Dog .^ uMo)g Jo uorsrt?p
tg6l aql puu uosr8tag'r" {sso14 1o uorsrcep g68I er{l uaa,^Ataq
u-ra *iunba tnq arErpdas,, aqt u1 ,r'tq8rqtrrq dq drqsuazrtro go
uorlruSocar aqt .(lryssacrnsun 'pasoddo sa1e15 palqn er{f
,r'(,,suos.rad atlq.^A aaq,, Jo przpupts aql rapun os op ot pa8e
-uelu auros q8noqt) srseq IBTJET r uo Surzrlurnlzu tuo4 parJrq
a-ra,tr daql ?snef,?q para8uepua se,la suzorraurv ?sauril3 Jo
af,u?tsrxa SuroBuo aq1 .r'a8ay,tud aurBs aqt srolrladuroc
as?urr{J-uou IIE tsourlu Surluu;8 alrq,r\ of,srluBrC uES ur saup
-unel alu;ado ot struuad ellslnba: aqt uuecrlddE asaurr{J IlE
lsorulu Surluap dq su qcns '.rauupru lenvrE ur suorteln8ar lurl
-nau arlo]ua ot-stlnol aqt ur palEsJ?p-stduatte papnltul
oqu daql rr'arnsua)i] luuorssajord puu ,a8eureur;atur ,drqs
-raur\o puEI uo strruil pue luortzuodap d;Bururns pro^u ol
seLull IIe tE sladBd f,uec ol [ye?al aulo] pEr{ or{^\ as?ulr]J
palnbar qllqrr 'tlv d-ruag tuanbasqns aqt l(.suos raded,,
dq patua"turnorrr pup) sulonb patIxII ol lralqns uor]u.rBrur
raqunJ parrqrqord r{rrq^\ 't)V uorsnlrxg ?saurq3 ZSBI eql
papnltur daql d.rlsacuu asauTr{J yo suosrad pa8etuuapu
-srp lur{t '(leuorsitap ro lrotnluts 'aluls ro IE"rapaJ rar{t?q.^a)
s.4aBI iptuJoJ ara,tl laqt SuruBaru ,salnsuaur arnl ap ararrt
asaqJ 'suulrtaury aseuTq3 puu slue;8ruur asauii{J lsure8e
uoltpururr-rlsrp p?ilseqeun 'qs;uq ,uado 

Jo aurrl e, fe aufe)
daql 'tuaruuotrlua ?ql dq ro,og luer-rnr aqt uorJ paqsrn8urt
-slp aq uBf, r?qtaSol sdnor8 tarlrpa or t as?qt .tala^\oH

'sJotlaJ?p ro saa8n;ar-d-reurp
-roertx? uaaq a^Eq plno,r\ Bra rEA\ plof aqt Suunp puelureru
aqt tuor; aseurqJ 

^\aJ ar{I uorlBraua8 a18urs e ueqt ra8uol
uala Jo sasnBd qtr.tt 'saceld asaqt q8no-rqt passed 11 1nq
'eulqf puulurpru uo lurod auros lE paJuaururol ]lB ll ?srno)
Jo-uEaqquEJ ?ill un{tr,^a sE qcns suorl€Jol saf,uElsur ./{\4
B ur uala ro 'ersleluyl lo 'urEut?r^'saurddIrq4 aqt sE qlns
'pal]]as peq asaurqJ araq,Lr saczld l?qto s? i1a.tr se ,3uoy
Suog pue uE,r\rBJ ruo4 tnq 'uorter8rura uo suorlJulsar ol
anp rEuTr{J puelururu uroq lou pauzls uorlu.r8rurun eseulql

ry\\.HLlupll00r



The New Chinese Dlaspora

China
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13,781 67 ,047 117,350 tl2,r32
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aggression.22 The Asian ancestors of Asian Amertcans may
have hated one another, may even have fought total wars
among themse1ves.23

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.24 Dur-
ing the Cold War, it was in the interests of Chinese Ameri_
cans particularly to 1ay 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.25 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 narions that had populatlons
who resembled the people of color in the States.26

Among the recurring concerns for ,,Asian Americanists,,,
as those in rhe fieid called themselves, was debunking the
"modei minority myth."27 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 faIse,
for failing to take into account selective migration, educa_
tional attainment, multigeneration households, concenrra_
tion of the demographic in higher-wage areas, and dissimilar
stereot)?es. A muititude of books, arricles, and op_eds were
produced to demonstrate either that Asian Americans were
normal or that their achievements on ayerage were attribut_
able to factors other than some sort of ethnic superiority

These teners are exemplif,ed 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 loreign counrry.,'28 They subsequently
amended their name to the abbreviation .OCA,, ro indicare
they aspired ro represent all Asian Americans. They belong to
the Washington, D.C.-based umbrella group, rhe Leadership
Conference on Civil Rights, founded by labor unions, Jew_
ish, and African American organlzations. The earlier Chinese
American Citizens Alliance, which initially was constirured as
the Native Sons of the Golden State (akin to the Whites_on1y
Native Sons of the Golden West), similarly was, as indicated
by both names, prldeful about citizenship and narive sratus.
Japanese Americans were even more patriotic. The Japanese
American Cltizens League was criticized for acquiescing to
the Worid War Ii internment.2e

A NEW WAVE OF CHINESE DIASPORA

The new wave of Chinese immigrants has established itself
independently30 They have not deferred ro orhers 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, rhe new immigrants have nor

paid homage to the earlier native-born. The new organiza_
tions, such as United Chinese Americans (UCA), advertise
themselves as rhe 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 ,,overc1ass,,,

instead of welcoming the sratus of "people of color.,,3l To add
Asian Americans to racial narratives, adopting a paradigm
"beyond black and white," does not indicate whether AsLn
Americans will be inserred in the black or the white side of
the 1ine.32 The new Chinese diaspora is generating anorher
cleavage, based on native-born versus foreign-born status.33
For some, "ABC" has connotations that are pejorative. In the
hit movie Crazy Rich Asians, reieased in 2018 and based on
the best-selling novel of the same name, *ABC,, is slmony-
mous with "banana," which is cleariy derogatory: ,,yel1ow on
the outside, white on the insi.de." Whatever else may be said,
"Asian American" is dl,namlc rarher rhan stable, indeed con_
tested.3+

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 from
mainland China was ten times that lrom Talwan; as of the
most recent immigratlon yearbook, 2016, lawfui permanent
residence or "green card" status was granted to 77,658 from
China, 5,062 from Taiwan, and2,9B2 from Hong Kong.35
The "tipping poinr" was circa I980s.

Countryof 1950- 1,960- tgTO- 1980-
Last Residence 1959 1969 1g7g l9B9

Source. Off,ce of lmmigration S tatistics, 2016 yearbooh of Immigration Sta-
tislics (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Departmenr of Homeland Secur-ity, 20i7), g,
https://www.dhs.gott/sites/defaultlfles/publications/201A%ZOVearbook:,tZOoJ%ZO
Immigr ationol 2 A S t atis ti c s. p df .

Within Chinese immigrarlon, and Asian immigration,
another line can be drawn. There are both those who come
with great capital, whether financlal or human, and those
who come impoverished, including those who lack docu_
mentation.36

These Chinese immigrants are entering an altogether dif_
ferent Americ a, as they are departing an altogether different
Asia. The United States no longer al1ows racial discrimina_
tion, at least ostensibly rejecting such prejudices in both
public life and privare life. The persisrence of the problem is
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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 prevalling one.

Or perhaps the project of uniting Chinese Americans,
on the basis of ethnic affinities, is not possible ln practical
terms, regardless of whether it is imagined to be ideal.56
Chinese Americans, as Chinese Americans, may have much
in common, yet they also exhibit the diversity that defines
democracy.
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